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I SAT AT MY DESK REFLECTING on my crazy journey from success to defeat and back to success again when the shrill buzz of my phone zapped me back into the present. Without thinking I automatically pressed the speaker button. “Cameron Harsen speaking,” I said in a crisp, businesslike voice.

“Geez, that sounds so formal, and you have me on speaker, no less?” A familiar voice on the other end replied. “I called to congratulate you on receiving this year’s ADDY award—just read about it in the Wall Street Journal. According to the article, Harsen Advertising Associates is one of the fastest growing advertising agencies on the West Coast. So, in view of your new dignified status, should I call you Ms. Harsen, or at least Cameron instead of Cami?”

A warm feeling spread through me as I pictured the first day I met Kimberly Martin and Kate Steele around a conference table in Seattle. We were part of the new marketing arm of the Federal Association of Correctional Reform. By the way, if correctional reform makes you think about prisons, that’s because the furniture our team marketed to the military and the Federal government actually was manufactured in Federal prisons. 

“Kim, how the Hell are you? Kate and I were just talking about you yesterday.” 

“I’m great, and I’m so impressed by everything both of you have accomplished. It’s been far too long since we’ve seen each other. In fact, I called because I’m planning a trip to LA and I’m really hoping Kate can come down from San Francisco so the three of us can get together for a day or two like old times. That is if you’re not too busy, Miss Powerhouse. There’s something I want to talk to both of you about.”

I could hear the smile in her voice.

My friends Kate and Kim are two of the sharpest women I’ve ever met. Our marketing team at FACR was made up of smart, attractive women—a tactic designed by the lecherous head of the division since most of the purchasing agents were men. Back then most so many of the team members were over qualified but down on their luck, just like me.

And, before you think prisons just make license plates and stuff like that, I have to tell you we were astounded to learn prison manufacturing is close to a billion dollar a year business, with furniture being the biggest part. Picture this. The first time I saw the elegant FACR executive office in Seattle complete with a view of Elliott Bay, I immediately remembered the old story about lavish government spending and $8,000 toilet seats. 

Talk about first impressions and fake news, I learned the furniture in that office was all manufactured in prisons, and like many other sensationalized stories, toilet seats were not where big government bucks were going—the toilet seat story wasn’t true at all.

Kim’s voice broke through my memories. “Cami, are you still there?”

I stopped arranging papers and put the memories aside. “You bet I’m still here. Whatever your plans are, I’m in. Do you want me to call Kate? She has become one of my big clients, and we talk every other day. Have you seen that her FraudBusters website has exposed scams all over the country? It’s going gangbusters.”

“Yeah, I’ve been following it and I’m not surprised. She really has a knack for that. I sure hope she can come. I miss the pajama parties we used to have. You know, I’ve often thought that if I hadn’t squeezed into the elevator between you and Kate that first day on the job and suggested having lunch together, there might not have been a FraudBusters and no million dollar reward for each of us under the Whistleblower Act.”

“Don’t forget, I wouldn’t have had the money to start my agency either, and you probably wouldn’t have met Nathan. Amazing how all of the pieces fell into place, wasn’t it?”

Kim laughed. “Even calling it amazing is mild. Although I was terrified most of the time we poked around as wannabe sleuths, you two made me feel alive again during my darkest hours.”

“Yeah, me too. You know, in a way I miss the intrigue and excitement.”

Back then we’d each taken the first job offered just to stay alive, and that’s how the three of us wound in that meeting in Seattle. I guess some things are meant to be. We jokingly called ourselves the FraudBusters when we bumbled into uncovering a massive embezzlement ripoff. Kate loved the name so much, she used it for her website and company.

I let out a sigh. “We certainly have come a long way since collecting our rewards and leaving FACR, haven’t we?”

Kim answered, “Yeah, we sure have.”

Kate and I had no reason to keep selling furniture after getting our money, but when Kim was offered the position of Director of Marketing for FACR, she accepted. The division moved to DC, so did Kim. 

When I quit FACR and returned to LA, a big part of my plan to get even with my former bosses was to establish Harsen Advertising Associates and specialize in campaigns aimed at the Baby Boomer market like laser beams. That fat old goat Cunningham said I was over-the-hill at forty-four when he fired me by voice mail and hired a twenty-five year old to replace me. Well, he was going to feel my wrath big time. I’d show him! 

Kim interrupted my mental trip down Memory Lane. “So Cami, how is the sleazeball who fired you dealing with your vendetta? Tyler Cunningham, wasn’t it? You have to bring me up to date.”

My grin probably rivaled the legendary Cheshire Cat. “Oh him?” I said, “Tyler Cunningham is experiencing the revenge of a woman scorned right in his pocketbook! I won’t be able to force them out of business, which is what I really wanted to do, but they are feeling how much pain this over-the-hill advertising executive can dish out. I’ve stolen so many of their big clients and, best of all, they never know which one I’ll court next.”

Kim said, “I knew they would be sorry they tangled with you.”

“You bet. I understand from inside sources they haven’t been able to replace the accounts they lost to me. So, I continue to take on more clients and more space, while they have been forced to downsize.

“Good for you,” Kim said. “Downsize, huh?”

“Yep. I guess my slick twenty-five year old replacement couldn’t hold a candle to me. It is such fun to know I’m sticking it to them. We’re not only in their building here in Century City, but we have bigger offices than theirs on the floor above them. So, when are you planning to come?”

“Next week. I’ll be there on the fifth, and I’m staying right near your office at the Century Plaza Hotel.

“Forget that,” I said. I have not one, but two guest rooms. You and Kate will stay with me. It will be like old times.”

When I said like old times, little did I know what the future really had in store for us.
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AFTER WE HUNG UP, I realized I was so happy to hear from Kim I hadn’t asked if there was a purpose to her visit. Was it a getaway or some sort of business trip? After all, as the Director of the Consulting Resource Services division she was in upper management at FACR, and there is a prison factory in Lompoc, a few hour’s drive from Los Angeles. I’d have to remember to ask her the next time we spoke.

She also hadn’t said anything about her husband Nathan who is the United States Attorney General. I’d forgotten to ask about him, too. Nate and I were friends way back as teenagers when our mothers hoped we would marry some day. He’s a great guy, but it wasn’t in the cards for us. We are better as dear friends. I put aside the proposal I’d been working on and reached for the phone to dial Kate’s number. 

Instead of waiting for a standard greeting like “How are you?” as soon as I heard her voice, I gushed, “Kate, you won’t believe it. Guess who’s coming to LA on the fifth?” 

Without giving her a chance to venture a guess. I continued. “None other than Kim! You have to clear your schedule and come down here. We’ll have one of our sleepovers like old times. I told her not to stay in a hotel and you won’t either. I have all those extra bedrooms. It will be great.”

“Um, hello, Cami. And how are you, too?” She was always a stickler for protocol. As for me, except when I’m doing business, I tend to blurt out whatever is on my mind. However, when it comes to business, I am a dragon.

Kate continued. “Hey, that’s wonderful news. How long will she be there? We haven’t spoken in a while and catch up will be such fun.”

I used to hate my signature giggle because it makes me sound a little ditzy sometimes. You know, the dumb blonde syndrome. But trust me, I discovered it can really come in handy when I need to wheedle information out of someone. You see, when a guy hears that giggle I’m rarely given credit for my intelligence. 

They never suspect I have a 160 IQ and am a workaholic. I’ve been told I look like Goldie Hawn so many times, I’m almost tempted to sign an autograph the next time someone rushes up to me with paper and pen extended. I can’t tell you how many times I hear something like, “Oh my God, Goldie Hawn. Would you sign this for me? My friends back in Beaversville won’t believe I really met you.”Then they thrust whatever they have handy in my face, hoping for an autograph.

With that thought in mind, I had to tell Kate a funny story. “Guess what? Last week Milt and I had dinner at a restaurant in Fisherman’s Village and before we left I visited the restroom. Milt waited for me in the reception area. I passed a couple of tourists—the guy was in Bermuda shorts complemented by regular brown socks and oxfords, she wore one of those flowered polyester butterfly tops, baggy slacks and a big floppy-brimmed hat. When she couldn’t stop staring at me, I recognized that look. She thought I was Goldie Hawn and had seen me get up from the table. The host led to the same table, and I thought they were going to have to call the paramedics for the woman. She went bananas and shouted, “It is her! Oh my God. I’m sitting in the very seat Goldie Hawn just left.” She fanned herself wildly as she melted into her seat.”

Kate got a good laugh out of that one.

Well, when you live in the LA area, you don’t get that excited if you see movie stars, but it is always fun to watch the reaction of out-of-towners.

Kate responded with a loud laugh. “Yep, that’s the Hollywood magic. Great story. So Goldie, tell me more about Kim’s call.”

“In answer to your question,” I said, “it sounds like she’s going to be here for two or three days. Good thing we don’t have to fake time off like we used to when we worked for FACR. I’ll never forget the few times we almost got caught. What kind of undercover agents would we have been if we got caught sneaking time off for imaginary funerals or whatever excuse we used?”

Kate laughed. “Yeah. I had a couple of close calls. One time I was sure Julia was onto me, but it was just my paranoia. Anyway, I’ll book a flight for the fifth and should be at your place around two after picking up a car.”

“Do you need a car?” I asked.

“Um, yeah. I’ll take care of some other stuff while I’m there. I want a chance to meet with my investigators about a fraud we’re working on. I can schedule an appointment with my agent, too. It seems my book has some interest as a movie. Hmmm. If anything gels, do you want me to suggest Goldie to play you?”

Kate’s account had turned into a big one for us. To use a cliché, her FraudBusters website was just the tip of the iceberg. She had actually become a fraud consultant with a great reputation for being a crusader and getting down to the meat of a scam. In fact, I’d added a public relations expert to my staff, and her job was to keep Kate and other clients in the newspapers, on TV, and radio. She even became the on-camera spokesperson for a few products. Her comment about the possibility of a movie deal made me ask, “Since your book is the story about all three of us, do we get a cut?” I followed that with an involuntary giggle.

I wasn’t serious, but Kate being Kate, cleared her throat, then said, “You know I’ll take care of both of you—like you need it. Thank God we’re all successful now, but we still cover each other’s backs, don’t we?”

After we said our goodbyes, I glanced at my watch. Where did time go? It was one o’clock already. I still had so much to do, I decided to grab lunch at the little cafe on the main floor of our building. I left the office in a good mood, anticipating our reunion. My good mood lasted until I sat down in the cafe.
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TWO ELEVATORS DESCENDED—ONE from the 43rd floor and the other from the 39th. The bell dinged and the doors of the one from 43 slid open. Wouldn’t you know it? I’d bet on 39.

People wearing sincere business suits stood squashed together shoulder-to-shoulder, unable to move. The scene reminded me of sardines in a can, but somehow when I flashed my sweet innocent “Goldie smile,” a few of them managed to shift around as much as they could to clear a space for me. I don’t know why, but that smile works every time. 

During the ride down my head filled with thoughts of the days when Kate, Kim and I were a trio. While our investigation limped along, about once a month we managed to schedule time at one of our homes. Kim lived in Seattle, I lived in LA and Kate in San Francisco. Even though we were constantly worried about being discovered and scared silly every time a brilliant plan backfired, those were fun times. I think in some ways the fright added to the fun.

The elevator landed on the lobby level and passengers streamed out. I headed for the Century Cafe, a nice little restaurant located in the cavernous space. They feature good sandwiches and salads—a great choice for a fast lunch. A few booths lined the perimeter plus some tables for two or four. A placard on one wall proclaimed maximum capacity of sixty. Sometimes large groups pushed the tables together to create one long table. That afternoon it wasn’t quite as crowded as it usually gets right at noon when every possible table is occupied. 

One thing I like about Century Cafe is that it’s pleasant, but not fancy like so many of the nearby Century City or Beverly Hills restaurants. The booths are upholstered in a combination of black and gray with granite-looking table tops made of some sort of synthetic, and black and white tile floor. You know how sometimes aromas in a restaurant make your mouth water? Century Cafe is one of those places. I was hungry but unfortunately also trying to watch my weight.

I settled for a Cobb salad and a cup of herbal tea. I was reading email messages on my phone when a shockingly cold, wet chill spread over my head while something wet and sticky ran down my whole body. 

“You fucking bitch,” a man’s voice shouted. “You don’t know who you’re messing with, Girlie. But, you’re going to find out.” 

I looked up to see Jonathan Reid, Reid/Cunningham’s managing partner, looming over me. He held an empty glass that had been filled with Coke before he poured it all over me. His piercing blue eyes flashed anger in a face the color of a ripe tomato. 

Reid was impeccably dressed as always in a beautifully tailored suit easily costing several thousand dollars. His crisp white shirt had monogrammed cuffs and he wore a silk tie with a blue and gray swirl design. Reid’s full head of steel gray hair was perfectly styled. Not a hair out of place. His nose was a little large for his face, but even though he was pushing sixty, Jonathan Reid was still a very handsome, successful-looking man unlike his bald, paunchy partner Cunningham. I imagined steam rising from the top of his head. Someone could have a stroke with that sort of anger, I thought. 

Well, I was equally angry, and I have quite a temper when it is triggered. This former employer had just ruined an Armani suit. Coke and melting crushed ice remained in my hair while more ran down my face and body. 

I shouted, “What the Hell do you think you’re doing?” 

People turned to stare at us.

His voice was a low growl. “Teaching you a lesson, you Twit. You can’t just waltz back into LA and steal our clients.“

That was the last straw. I got up from my soggy chair, balled my fists, and locked eyes with him. Even wearing stilettos, I had to stand on my toes to do it. The illustrious Mr. Reid stood about six foot three inches to my five foot six so I had to tilt my head back, but I was sure he saw the fire in my eyes.

“You ass! Take this message back to your partner. He made a big mistake firing me the way he did. You two will learn what payback means from the over-the-hill woman, he fired.”

I took a deep breath and continued, struggling to keep my voice level and menacing.

“You know, I can still hear just about every word in that damned voice mail. Voicemail, Jonathan! After so many years as a loyal employee, he had the nerve fire me by voicemail.

I imitated Tyler Cunningham’s voice. “Your replacement, a really sharp twenty-five year old, hit the ground running. In a way, she reminds me of you when you started with us. Have your office cleared by the end of the day.”

I glared at him. “That was it—fired just like that. No class, Jonathan. No class, after everything I did to help you build the agency. Well, it’s me against you now. Game on. Prepare for a rocky ride.” 

Standing there with drooping, sticky hair, makeup running down my face, and my beautiful cream-colored suit dripping with brown Coca Cola, I really didn’t care what I looked like. I was that mad.

I turned to the gawking faces all around us. “Okay, folks, it’s over now. Go back to your lunches.”

Then I mustered as much dignity as I could and spit in his face. “The best place for you and your sleazy partner is DEAD,” I shouted, and with that, gathered up my purse and signaled the waiter. “Do me a favor. Please have another Cobb Salad sent up to my office. Suite 2917. Cameron Harsen. You have my card on file. Give yourself a nice tip. Thanks.”

What a picture! I turned on my heel and stomped out into the lobby, trying to ignore the stares of passersby as I made my way to the elevators.

Jonathan Reid had ruined a perfectly wonderful day. At least I kept a change of clothes at the office, and we had a bathroom with a shower for when we worked late or even around the clock. Our receptionist gave me a questioning look when I blasted back into the office looking nothing like I had when I left. She knew better than to ask any questions as I headed straight for the bathroom. I flung over my shoulder, “Have them put my lunch on my desk when it arrives.”

By the time my lunch came, I felt more like myself. I had no idea whether the cleaners could save my suit, but I’d ask them to try. For the rest of the day, I concentrated on the presentation for a new power drink called Feeling Feisty manufactured by one of my biggest clients, SeniorSnaks. Their products targeted women over fifty and I’d stolen the account from Reid/Cunningham at the beginning of the year. 

Can you imagine how stupid they were? My old agency used a twenty-something model with impressive silicone boobs that didn’t match her size zero body as the on-camera spokesperson. My guess was she probably tipped the scales at about one hundred pounds soaking wet, if that. Unlike Reid/Cunningham, because my agency specialized in the older market which included the huge buying segment of Baby Boomers, one thing I knew for sure—their Barbie Doll model was not the image an average woman in her fifties or more wanted to see. No drink was going to make them look like that. They wanted someone who looked like them, or at least what they could logically aspire to. 

As soon as I saw the billboards and magazine ads featuring this young, skinny gal whose spirit supposedly felt awakened by Feeling Feisty, the only drink for you, I knew the campaign was destined to tank. That’s when I’d contacted a fit and gorgeous platinum-haired model I knew who was obviously over fifty, and put together a proposal with mock-ups featuring her. Score one for Cameron. I’d gone after the account like a warrior with exactly what the client needed, and got it away from Cunningham. I’m sure it hurt his pocketbook as well as his ego to lose one of his big personal clients to me. 

With our campaign, sales and profits for Feeling Feisty soared, and we won an award. Clients were literally begging us to take them on.

I do have to admit I spent some time that day throwing mental darts at Jonathan Reid and Tyler Cunningham. As I’d learned when our FraudBusters trio was at its most effective, revenge can be fun and I was going to have as much fun with that duo as I possibly could.

Looking back, though, shouting at Jonathan that he and Tyler should be dead probably wasn’t the smartest thing for me to say with a room full of witnesses.
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A PLUMP FELLOW CLAD in a tight green plaid suit and fedora waltzed into our office the next morning. His jet black hair was so slicked down it looked like a patent leather beanie. He flashed a crooked gap-toothed smile at my receptionist Maggie, then slapped a Cease and Desist Order on the reception desk counter. 

He looked like he couldn’t leave quick enough. With the door handle in his hand, he looked over his shoulder and said, “In case you didn’t realize it, you’ve been served. ’Bye now.”

Cunningham again! What a joke. Were they desperate? I carefully read it over again after the first shockwave. They were actually trying to invoke the terms of the Non-Compete Agreement I’d signed when they first hired me so many years before. A lot of legal mumbo jumbo essentially boiled down to saying under the terms  of the agreement it was illegal for me to approach their clients with intention to “steal” them.

I stifled one of my giggles. Somehow they missed the obvious fact that my agreement only called for an eighteen month window from date of termination, and just like sour milk it was way past its expiration date. I wanted to call Cunningham and say, “You jerk, your clients began to jump ship only after I was legally free to catch them on the other side. Do you think I’m that stupid? You have no case, you sad Bastard!”

I decided to be smart instead—no, make that cautious—and called my attorney. He confirmed that they didn’t have a leg to stand on. 

“Can I call Cunningham and tell him myself, or is it better if a letter comes from you? As payback, I want to threaten to sue Jonathan Reid for assault in a public place. Can I do that?”

Without hesitation my attorney answered, “I’ll shoot off a letter with a copy of the Agreement attached and the eighteen month window highlighted. You still have a copy, I presume.”

I felt a satisfying grin lift the corners of my mouth. “Oh, yeah. You bet I have a copy. I’ll have it scanned and emailed to you. But can I call him and threaten a suit? I’d love to rub his face in it.”

He advised me to wait until they received and signed for the certified letter. After that I had the green light to call and allude to suing him if I wanted to, but my attorney said it would actually be better for me if I didn’t file the suit right then. Hopefully the threat would be enough to shake him up. He said I could even threaten to talk to the press. After all, a restaurant full of witnesses saw what happened, so let him worry that I was going to get nasty.

With that settled, I called my creative team together to polish my rough concept for the latest Feeling Feisty campaign. Later that afternoon, I’d been scrolling through my contact list to decide which account I would go after next when Maggie buzzed me.

Her cheery voice rang out. “Hey Boss, Milton is on the phone. Should I put him through?”

I met Milton Rosenthal while I was still working for FACR, but had kept him a secret from Kim and Kate until I was sure there was something there. He was so different than the younger, hunky guys I usually dated. I was in my mid-forties, although of course I didn’t look it, and had never married. Falling for sixty-year-old Milt came as a complete surprise to me. 

He owns a theatrical management agency also located in Century City, has a great personality, is rich and successful with an exciting lifestyle due to the nature of his clients. He handles some very big names in the entertainment industry. In other words, he is the whole package—but that wasn’t what surprised me. Don’t get me wrong. Milt is a pure love from the tip of his fashionable shoes to the top of his sweet bald head. Just about my height, shorter than me if I wear heels, he has a little paunch and wears thick glasses. Calling him good looking would really be a stretch. I think of him as pleasant and kind looking. No matter how uptight I get about anything, he always makes me laugh and that sealed the deal. I happily admit I am head over heels in love with the guy.

“Sure, put him through,” I said.”I just finished what I was doing.” A quick glance at my watch told me it was twenty-to-five. Knowing I would be able to put one over on the obnoxious team of Reid and Cunningham made my heart soar. I buzzed Maggie and said, “If you’re pretty much done for the day, you can take off early. After I talk to Milton, I have a few more things to take care of, so I’ll lock up tonight unless anyone is staying late.”

Occasionally I did that for Maggie—let her leave early. She watched over me like a mother hen and I always believed it was the work output that counted, not the physical hours. Some people work faster than others. I know I do.

“Hey, Sweetie,” Milt said. “How did it go today? Did you talk to your attorney yet about filing an assault complaint?”

I pushed back in my chair and flipped off my shoes. My toes wiggled a thank you. Women’s high heeled shoes are a testimony to how crazy we are to endure what could easily be called torture, just to make our legs look good. I’m no exception. To make matters worse, I pay through the nose for these stylish foot crunchers.

“Well, Honey, that actually took a backseat. Guess what those jokers tried?” I continued without pausing to let him venture a guess. “They had the gall to serve me with a Cease and Desist for violation of my Non-Compete Agreement. Only trouble for them is that it ran out more than two years ago. I’d love to see Cunningham’s face when they receive my attorney’s letter literally telling them to go fuck themselves. As for the complaint, we’re putting it aside for the moment. At least until they withdraw the Cease and Desist.”

After a short silence he said, “Yeah, probably a good strategy. No point stirring things up until the first thing is settled. So, are you still up for dinner? I took a chance and made reservations for eight o’clock at The Ivy. The weather is so nice, I figured we could sit outside. Whadda you say?”

“Throw in a good stiff drink, and I’m on. That gives me a chance to go home and change. Pick me up at seven-thirty. See you then.” I know it sounds corny, but I blew a few kisses into the phone. 

I printed the information for the next accounts I wanted to poach and placed the list in my middle desk drawer making sure to lock it. No sense exposing my hit list to anyone who might have access to my office, including the cleaning people and security. Cunningham was diabolical in his hatred for me, so how could I know if he paid someone to invade my office?
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MILT HAS THE BEST CONNECTIONS all over town. That night he scored a prime table on the patio that spans the width of The Ivy. Brightly colored sprays of bougainvillea meander across the red brick façade of the restaurant. People stroll along Robertson Boulevard, sometimes stopping at the low white picket fence surrounding the patio. Occasionally they wave or, in Hollywood style, blow air kisses at diners they know.

Mild temperature highlighted by a gentle light breeze made it the kind of Southern California weather that makes you appreciate that you’re not fighting cold or humidity on the East Coast or Midwest. The night was so pleasant they didn’t even have to turn on the multiple space heaters. With a dark night sky, you forgot that during the daytime the sky is rarely a beautiful blue thanks to our legendary smog. 

We sat there holding hands. The Ivy is a favorite among many high profile names in show business, and everyone from celebrities to producers and media people wandered over to say hello. Milt is that well known in the industry. He invited a few of them to sit down and chat for a minute or two. One thing about my guy—he knows which side his bread is buttered on, as that old expression goes. He always says it never hurts to be mentioned on someone’s TV show or in a popular column. Getting those mentions is good for me, too.

Much to my surprise, Angela Thurston of the LA Times propelled herself to our table like a guided missile and plopped down in one of the extra chairs without waiting for an invitation. She locked eyes with me, her stone gray eyes alight with interest. 

“So, Cameron, what’s this I hear about your feud with Jonathan Reid?” She flipped a slender hand through her long jet black hair. “Or is it with that snake Tyler Cunningham? I hear you’ve been stealing their clients left and right.”

Before I could say a word, my dear sweet Milt put his hand over mine. “Angela, you know this town. Gossip and rumor become gospel over night. Great seeing you, but I think our dinner will be served in a moment or two. You don’t mind, do you?” He dismissed her with a smile.

The intimidating Ms. Thurston pushed back her chair and rose in order to save face. “Of course not, Milt.” She looked directly at me then. “If your lovely lady doesn’t take some time to talk to me though, understand I will be one of those—what did you call us—gossip mongers playing up what happened in the Century Cafe.” 

She gave me a sly grin, then said, “Okay to call you at your office, Cameron? Or I could call Jonathan Reid and get his version about why he dumped a drink all over you and made a scene? I’m guessing you would rather have it come from you, dear. Aren’t cell phone cameras wonderful? Imagine. A spectacular video of the whole incident found its way to my desk.”

She turned on her heel, shrugged her shoulders and maintained every shred of dignity she could muster after Milt literally asked her to leave. A few other diners threw glances our way.

Milt gave me a sympathetic nod. “I suggest you talk to her Cami. Give her a few choice tidbits about why you have it out for them. Appeal to the older woman. That is what your agency is all about—advertising and publicity for the over forty crowd. Emphasize that once these clients got word you set up shop, they came to you. It’s not necessary to mention that you gave them a little nudge. Now let’s have some of this wonderful wine and leave business behind for the rest of the night.”

That was my Milt. He always knew the right words at the right time. And, the wine was excellent. At one hundred twenty dollars a bottle it had to be. We shared the Hot Seafood Platter for Two. Between bites of French Fried Calamari and Wild Maine Lobster he said, “So I’ll finally get to meet the infamous Kate and Kimberly. Did you ever stop to think that if your name began with a K and not a C, you three would be KKK?”

I had to suppress a giggle. “Shut your mouth! Those certainly aren’t three initials we want associated with us. That’s for sure. Nah. I prefer FraudBusters. Speaking of that, I’ve been wondering what Kim is up to with the trip. She didn’t give me many details and unless there’s a big job in the wind in LA, it’s not like her to come out for an initial meeting with clients. She leaves that to the reps.”

The waiter stopped at our table and apologized for interrupting. “Mr. Rosenthal, since you already have your wine, the chef would like to treat you and Ms. Harsen to a special dessert that isn’t on the menu. He asked me to check with you to make sure that’s okay.”

Milt gave him one of his thousand watt smiles and said, “Tell Antonio we appreciate it and can’t wait to taste one of his luscious creations.” Then my guy looked at me and winked. “I guess that’s what you get when you’re a big tipper.”

[image: FLOURISH.jpg]

THAT NIGHT I HAD SOME weird dreams. It was as though we were back at FACR, sneaking around like the three amateur sleuths we had become, but everything seemed to be going wrong. Some of the actions were absolutely bizarre. You know how they are in dreams. At one point, I was sealed into a large packing crate trying to tap dance my way out while a trained dog act ran circles around it. Talk about crazy. I sat bolt upright in bed, my heart pounding. It was three in the morning. When I thought about it later, the dream really wasn’t that strange. In just a few days the three of us would be back together. Both Kate and I were really excited to be seeing Kim. Still, I couldn’t help wondering what spurred her trip. Normally she would have filled us in on all the details, but she hadn’t said much and that’s what set our minds in motion. After some tossing and turning, I managed to go back to sleep.

The minute I walked into my office the following morning, my antennae went on full alert. Something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it until I heard the sound of Tyler Cunningham’s voice like the roar of an angry lion coming from my own office. 

Maggie’s soft but firm voice shouted back, “This is uncalled for Mr. Cunningham. I must ask you to leave or I’m calling building security.” 

As the voices rose, some of my employees poked their heads out of their offices. I ran down the hall as fast as my stilettos would allow. One of my copywriters called to me, “He forced his way into your private office, Cami. Maggie tried, but couldn’t stop him.”

Cunningham stood, feet planted about a foot apart, his face aflame with anger. The man wheezed like a car on its last legs. My Forever Young presentation board, the next account I was courting, had been ripped off the easel behind my desk and trashed. Papers swept from my desk onto the floor formed a mosaic across the carpeting. One of my guest chairs rested legs up in the middle of the mess. And in the midst of it all, stood Tyler Cunningham acting like a man unhinged.

Maggie tugged at his sleeve with all her strength and tried to drag him away. I focused on his bunched up fists, afraid he was going to slug her.

“Fran,” I shouted down the hall. “Call Security immediately. I’m afraid Mr. Cunningham has gone off his rocker.”

I blasted into my office and pulled myself up to my full height. “Tyler, what the Hell do you think you’re doing? First Jonathan, and now you. Have both of you lost your minds?”

He snorted like a charging bull, pulled himself from Maggie’s grip and lunged toward me. 

“You! You bitch! I know your game. You think you can ruin us? Well, you’ve got another thing coming.” He glared at the partially smashed board he’d pulled off the easel. “You will get the Forever Young account over my dead body. Do you hear that? Over my dead body! I’ve invested years in that account and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them.” 

With that, he smashed his heel into the board three times, literally destroying what was left of the foam core mounting.

I stood rooted to the spot, but managed to say, “You’ve asked for it now. Tyler, the gloves are off. Your dead body? We’ll see about that.” 

I heard Maggie gasp.

Just then one of the building security officers arrived, put his hand under Cunningham’s elbow and said in respectful tones, “Mr. Cunningham, Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave these premises. Are you okay Ms. Harsen?”

My voice sounded shaken even to me, but I managed to nod. “Yes, thanks. I think Mr. Cunningham needs to go back to his own office now, though.”

The guard looked at the mess of my office. “Are you sure there’s no harm?”

“No, I’m okay. Just get that man the hell out of my sight!”
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AFTER I CALMED DOWN, I called Joshua Bearstern, the CEO of Forever Young, and suggested we meet sooner than scheduled. Cunningham had stepped over the line and I was ready to secure that account as quickly as possible by any means possible. I’d show that jerk. Fueled by thirst for revenge, I fantasized about their dwindling firm moving to smaller offices when I was done with them, maybe even out of the prestigious Century City location. 

Tyler Cunningham never should have insinuated I was over-the-hill back when he fired me. The greatest insult was how little the years I spent helping them build their agency to a powerhouse meant to him. He didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me in person. He never missed a beat in his terse message. The way I saw it, the only thing he did miss was adding,  “Don’t let the door hit you on your ass on the way out.”

The rest of the day passed without further incident. Around four that afternoon, Kate called and said she was able to book an earlier flight than originally planned and wanted to know if we could meet at my house around two o’clock the next afternoon. Kim wasn’t due until late afternoon and it would give us a chance to catch up on some of our own advertising and PR projects in person. Time permitting, perhaps we’d also brainstorm about Kim’s possible motives for this sudden trip.

Kate also had questions about why Kim wasn’t very forthcoming about her reason for coming to LA. Both of us hoped it had nothing to do with Nathan. We look at their marriage as one of the perfect ones. 

[image: FLOURISH.jpg]

I WORRIED THAT CUNNINGHAM or Reid might try to devise some new way to hassle me, but thankfully the next day there was no more drama. Hopefully things would be quiet until their contract with Forever Young was up at the end of the month and Joshua Bearstern switched to our agency. I was so certain we were going to get his account, I would have bet money on it. 

By noon on the fifth I had wrapped up everything of any urgency and looked forward to spending a few days of quality time with Kate and Kim. My staff were directed not to contact me unless it was an emergency. 

Kim loved chocolate, so on the way home I stopped at Whole Foods to pick up some of their Dark Chocolate with Mint, Dark Chocolate Covered Peppermint Sandwich Cookies, and to complete the “healthy” offerings, Chocolate Covered Goji Berries, prized for their antioxidant properties That way we could kid ourselves that this was all healthy stuff while savoring the smooth silkiness of chocolate decadence. 

I found myself humming along with the radio as I drove toward home on Venice Boulevard. Gloria Gaynor, the Queen of Disco, belted out “I Will Survive” on my favorite oldies station while I tapped the steering wheel in time to the beat. You bet I’ll survive! Not only that, I will prevail.

Every time I come home to my house on Sherman Canal in Venice I feel like I’m on a luxury vacation. I bought it as a fixer-upper the year before, but even fixer-uppers in this neighborhood were pricy. Now that it was finished, walls of glass opened to a sunny patio on the waterfront where ducks floated and often came up on the walkway looking for a handout. 

What had been worn hardwood floors were now stained a rich dark teak. Soaring white walls hung with colorful contemporary prints gave the feeling of an art gallery. In the winter, I always lit a fire in the wood-burning fireplace. Milt and I love to cuddle on the cushy sofa sipping wine or a hot drink. He calls my house a quiet, peaceful enclave in the middle of one of the hottest locations in Southern California. For me, it is proof that I’ve come a long way from the day Tyler Cunningham showed what an ass he is and left me desperate for a job and money.

No sooner had I changed into jeans and a tee shirt, than the doorbell rang. 

Kate stood there framed in the doorway, gorgeous as ever. The sun caught highlights in her sleek auburn hair, which made her look even more beautiful. With her trim figure, high cheekbones and perfect nose she always looked like a model. No Beverly Hills plastic surgeon for her. She was born with those gifts. 

My friend threw her arms around me in a girlfriend hug. “Wow, Cami, I thought you’d look stressed with everything that’s been going on, but I should have realized how tough you are.” She stood there with her rolling case beside her, and I beckoned her in.

“Here, let me take that for you. The guest rooms are ready for both of you, but since you’re here first, you get to pick which one you want. Um, speaking of stressed, do I detect a little of that in you?” Despite her beauty, there was a tightness around her eyes that only a good friend would identify.

She shrugged. “Not actually stress, but there is something for FraudBusters that I want to run by you. I have a potential new consulting job and I’m not sure it’s something I should get involved in. It’s here in LA which is why I said I’d make this trip serve a double purpose. I haven’t signed on for it yet, so I can still pull out.

“Well, why don’t you get comfortable and tell me about it. Would you like wine or tea? We can sit out on the patio.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

7



[image: image]


KATE HEADED FOR ONE of the guest bedrooms to change into something comfortable. Meanwhile, I brought two glasses and a bottle of chilled chardonnay onto my patio along with a platter of cheddar and Swiss slices and whole wheat crackers. She emerged dressed in a stylish green track suit that looked like it had never seen a bit of exercise, but did a wonderful job of complementing her emerald eyes. After she settled into one of the patio chairs I poured the wine, eager to hear about her possible new client.

A pair of colorful Mallard ducks wandered onto my patio quacking a demand for treats. Their iridescent green necks and head feathers gleamed in the sun. I reached into the bag of stale bread bits I always kept on hand for them and they came up to my chair and ate from my hand. 

These two were frequent visitors. I could always pick them out from the other ducks because one had a deformed left leg. The pair were always together, so I guessed they were a couple. At any rate, they knew I was good for handouts and always accepted the bread, wagged their tail feathers, and most days went right back into the still waters of the canal. This time they plunked down on the brick patio and stared at Kate. 

“They are so cute,” Kate gushed. “It’s like they know who you are, or even like they’re pets. Do they come often?”

“Only every time I try to have some peace and quiet out here. If I don’t give them bread, they quack like crazy until I do. I’ve even given them nicknames. Of course, I’m not sure if either one is male or female, but I like to think they’re a couple. I call them Maxi and Minnie. Sometimes they come up to me like they just did and roost on the bricks for a while, but that never happens when I have company. I’m not sure if ducks see color, but maybe they like the emerald green of your outfit. Sort of like the color of their own green feathers.”

“Well,” Kate chuckled, “Maybe they think I’m a big duck.”

It was good to have this time with my friend to just hang out and not talk about business, but I was bursting with curiosity about what she had been up to.

Kate bit into a cracker stacked with both kinds of cheese and took a sip of her wine. “I have to say this is a lot different than living in the heart of San Francisco. It’s nice that you chose to live at the beach instead of Bel Air or Beverly Hills. This is so much more relaxing. But then most of the LA area isn’t like a regular city, anyway. You know, places like San Francisco, New York, Chicago—well, we all have a downtown hub and bedroom communities, but I have yet to figure out the hub of Los Angeles. You have so many little cities. While a lot of businesses are in downtown LA, there are so many other hubs for different industries. Like your Century City offices. I mean, that’s where the power players in the entertainment industry congregate. I guess people who don’t live here or don’t know the city still think that’s in Hollywood.”

I nodded. “Yep, that era has pretty much passed, but you know, Hollywood Boulevard still holds fascination for tourists, until they see that it isn’t teeming with movie stars—other than those stars on the sidewalk in front of Grauman’s with the handprints and footprints. It is kind of sad, though. Even the Chinese Theater changed with the times. When I was still a kid, they hosted so many premiers. Now it’s a multiplex. So, enough of this history lesson. What’s the scoop on the latest fraud you’re agonizing over?”

My friend took another sip of wine, as though stalling for time. I had been through enough with Kate to know when she was reluctant to talk about something. Finally, after two crackers topped with Swiss and a few more sips of wine, she said, “I’m not sure I want to take it on because it could be dangerous. Before you say we’ve never shied away from that, I mean dangerous like having to do with the Rojas Drug Cartel. This person would be a whistleblower, and quite frankly, I think she’s in danger already for what she has seen so far. 

“You said consultant. How will you be paid? I know your fees can be pretty hefty.” 

Kate sighed. “You know I don’t usually do this, but I agreed to split the reward if what we find results in bringing down cartel members. She contacted me because she read about our escapades a few years ago and has been following the FraudBusters blog. That’s one of the reasons I’m not sure I even want to take it on. It’s not only risky, but I don’t know if I’ll even have a payday. Everything so far is really cloak and dagger. She calls me from burner phones, and now that we’ll finally meet, she insisted on it being in a large public place—the observatory at Griffith Park. I tell you, the way she has it set up, it’s right out of a spy movie.”

A little tingle traveled up my spine. Drug dealers? Danger? Cloak and dagger? What was Kate getting herself into? My heart thumped in my chest with a combination of excitement and fear, almost like it was when we pictured ourselves as Charlie’s Angels and it had practically gotten us killed.

I leaned forward, which I guess is regarded as an expression of interest. And, yes, I was interested. Although I loved my business, this sounded much more exciting than mapping out ad campaigns for companies courting the over forty market.

“Can you tell me anything more about it? Maybe we can brainstorm a little before Kim gets here. Like, what kind of things does she claim to have information about, and why is she in a position to have access to this kind of data or whatever it is?” 

Just as Kate was about to say something, my neighbor Mr. Thompson came limping along the walk accompanied by his aging Afghan Hound, Clarence. We always have a few groups of wide-eyed visitors meandering on the walks along the canals, and a few friendly residents pushing strollers or walking dogs. Mr. Thompson was an old gent who lived a few houses down, and he always walked Clarence around this time. If I happened to be on the patio, he would stop to chat for a moment, sometimes even stay for a glass of wine or a cup of coffee. Today was no exception.

He and Clarence approached the gate leading to the patio, the dog’s tail wagging like a metronome. “Hiya, Cami. Beautiful day, isn’t it. Love it when the weather gets warm like this ’cause Clarence’s arthritis doesn’t act up as much.” He chuckled. “For that matter neither does mine.”

His gaze traveled to Kate. “And, who’s this gorgeous young lady?”

I smiled. I liked Mr. Thompson. He had sustained a leg injury in combat in Korea and always had some interesting story to tell me about the old days. I knew he had become very successful as an investment banker and bought his house in the 70s before prices skyrocketed. His first name was Michael, but I always gave him the respect of calling him Mr. Thompson. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time for stories today, and it was obvious that he sensed it.

“This is my friend Kate Steele. She’s visiting from San Francisco, and another friend I haven’t seen in a while is due to arrive shortly.”

“Well, then Clarence and me will be continuing our walk. You enjoy your visit Kate. Nice meeting you.”

After they left, Kate lowered her voice as though she was now aware that whatever she said could possibly be overheard by someone along the walk.
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AFTER MR. THOMPSON left, it took us a while to get back to talking about Kate’s potential client. Any question I had about her being nervous was answered when she said, “I love being out here with the view and the little breeze and the ducks, but if I’m going to tell you anything about this, I think we should go inside.”

I gathered up the glasses and wine bottle, she took the platter with the remaining cheese and crackers, and we moved into my living room. From the tone of her voice, I knew she was right. If anything she was about to tell me could be dangerous if overheard, we couldn’t be sitting outside.

The wall of glass in my living room allowed us to still enjoy the tranquility I love so much. The room is one of my favorites in the house—very light and restful. Off-white Roman shades cover the floor to ceiling windows that span the front of the house. When I’m home during the day, I usually keep the shades rolled up to bring the outside in and enjoy the beautiful view. At night I roll them down with a flick of the remote. I guess you could call my decor beach casual. Off-white slip-covered sofas and easy chairs highlighted with throw pillows in primary shades, a big antique coffee table in washed wood plus some other scattered antique pieces. I always keep bowls of fresh flowers on the table plus a few on occasional tables. Today, the scent of roses filled the room. 

Kate cleared her throat. “Um, this woman contacted me through the FraudBusters blog about a month ago with a somewhat cryptic message. In essence, she said she had something to discuss that she felt I would be very interested in. She uncovered something by accident that seemed suspicious and was continuing to research. Talk about going to extremes, she asked me to buy a disposable phone and call her at the number she gave in the message.”

“Wow, you’re right. This certainly sounds a bit cloak and dagger. And, of course, you called her, right?”

“Yes. I actually keep a few burners on hand, considering the kind of things I get into. I could tell she was scared and attempting to do everything she could to cover her tracks. I guess she watches a lot of TV shows, because as soon as I called her she said she would call back. A moment later, she called me from a different number, and I never saw her use the other phone again. Anyway, since then, as a condition of her giving me information, we’ve used a few more sets of burners.”

My cell phone chirped and I saw Kim’s number on the screen. “Hold that thought. Kim is calling.”

“Hey, Cami. I’ll be a little earlier than I thought. I just got into LAX and thought I should make sure you were home.”

“Great. I’m sitting here with Kate and we can’t wait to see you. After you get your rental car, just come the way I told you. Turn right on Dell Avenue from Washington, then left on Sherman Canal Court. Park in one of the spaces behind my garage, and use the sidewalk along the side of my house. I’ll have a glass of wine ready for you—and, of course, chocolates.”

She sighed into the phone. “I’m glad you remembered the chocolates. We caught tailwinds and a little rough weather. It was really a bumpy flight. I’ll be ready for that wine and a chocolate fix. See you in a bit. Bye.” 

Kate leafed through a magazine while I chatted with Kim. When she put it down, I leaned forward, anticipating her next words. She spoke rapidly, as though now that she had begun she really needed to complete telling me about the mysterious woman. 

“I know I don’t even have to caution you about this, but I am going to anyway. No one, and I mean no one but you and Kim are to repeat a word of what I tell you. I truly believe this woman is in danger.”

I nodded, popped another cracker topped with cheese into my mouth, and gave her my full attention.

Still keeping her voice low, Kate continued. “She said she works for an accounting firm that is auditing Glendale Fidelity Bank prior to it being purchased. It is one of those small, privately owned banks and they only have one location. A group of investors proposed buying it and the board accepted their offer pending a required audit. Everything seemed pretty straightforward until she found some well-concealed transactions in their financials. Her curiosity was aroused and the first question she asked herself was why they were hidden so cleverly. She had to know more. Something just didn’t feel right, although on the surface the entries would appear legitimate to the average accountant. She took it upon herself to find out more about the major players in this investment group.” 

My friend stopped to take a breath and a sip of wine, as though she was steeling herself for the next thing. “Anyway, she managed to track down some information about two of the people in the group, and apparently what she found really put her on alert. Something about people being paid to front for others and a possible shell corporation already holding multiple accounts at the bank under different names. She mentioned the Rojas cartel but gave no further details. She said she was afraid to give me any more information over the phone and insisted we had to meet in person. It was beginning to sound like she was almost beyond paranoid about being discovered, so I told her I had a trip to Los Angeles planned and agreed to meet her. 

If only half of what the woman told her was true, the part about the Rojas Cartel could definitely mean she was in danger.

Kate looked as though she saw I was getting the picture, and continued. “If she is right, this could be huge. But like I said, it could also be very dangerous if the cartel is involved. The Griffith Observatory opens at noon, so we arranged to meet at one o’clock on Friday in the Ladies Room on the Lower Level near the gift shop. Imagine! Setting up a clandestine meeting in a Ladies Room, but at least it isn’t as conspicuous as going into the one on the main floor. I guess she’s afraid whoever she thinks is watching her is a man or men. I feel like I’m in the middle of a thriller or spy series.”

I always seem to have this sixth sense about con games and such, or maybe I just tell myself I do to justify getting into sticky situations. As Kate explained what had been going on, I remembered experiencing a weird feeling that something mystifying was about to happen when the three of us first suspected the clever embezzlement scam we uncovered. I couldn’t deny it—the same feeling niggled at me now. I wanted to know more although at the same time I knew I shouldn’t even think about becoming involved. There was enough to deal with due to Reid and Cunningham’s vendetta. I certainly didn’t need more.

That said, of course I pressed Kate for more information, but she said she wouldn’t know much more until she met with her contact. Then she would decide if she wanted to take it on.

I knew one thing for certain. Kim and I would not let her go to the meeting alone.
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KIM STOOD AT MY FRONT door an hour later, her rolling case beside her. One look at her happy face told me she was not having problems with Nathan. In fact, at first impression, she looked just the opposite. Sort of glowing.

The three of us hadn’t been together in over a year. After a group hug, I directed her to the other guest room so she could stow her case and change her clothes if she wanted to. Fifteen minutes later she joined us in the living room wearing a pair of faded jeans and an oversized FACR tee shirt. It felt so good to have both of my best friends with me.

She reached for the Chocolate Covered Goji Berries and popped one into her mouth. 

“Mmm. What is this? Some trendy Southern California thing? It’s good, though. Tastes kind of like a mix between chocolate-covered cranberries and cherries.” She reached for one more handful.

I chuckled. “What do you mean California thing? Don’t you have them in DC? I decided we would have healthy sweets, so I stopped at Whole Foods. These little delights are supposed to help fight aging, give you more energy, help control weight and a whole lot of other things because they’re loaded with antioxidants. I figure I need all the help I can get as I inch toward the big Five-O. But, enough of a health lecture. You didn’t tell us what spurred this sudden trip. After you fill us in we have something to share with you.”

I swear it was like old times. That’s one thing with good friends. It doesn’t matter how much time passes between seeing each other. All it takes is a few minutes and it seems like you were together only the day before. 

While Kim sipped wine and continued to savor chocolates, she said, “Okay, my trip. It’s sort of pleasure and—” a mischievous smile teased her lips—“undercover work.”

Her own escapade momentarily forgotten, Kate gasped, “Really? Undercover work? We’re all ears, aren’t we, Cami?”

“It stays between the three of us, right?”

In chorus we said, “Of course.”

“Okay, something very interesting has been reported to Nathan from Homeland Security that also involves ATF—you remember that’s Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, and the Drug Enforcement Administration.”

“Do I remember?” I said. “I don’t know if you remember, but back when we were with FACR, I had a million dollar job for ATF. I earned a sweet commission on that one.”

“Okay, let me continue. Homeland Security has a pretty secret facility here right in the middle of the city. Much of it is dedicated to wiretapping drug dealers and arms traffickers. And it is all very legal, but it just isn’t common knowledge.”

Kate’s eyes sparkled with interest. “Tell us more.”

“It seems there’s a mole inside the agency, and that’s where I come in with the perfect opportunity to check some things without arousing suspicion.”

She gave an enigmatic smile. “It just so happens that they are moving to a bigger facility, a little bit more out of the mainstream. Activity has increased so much that the current facility can’t handle it. They also felt even though their building bears the name of a fictitious company, and you can only enter through a guarded parking lot, it still is on a main boulevard and therefore somewhat exposed.”

Wow. A secret wiretapping facility. “I thought I knew most of the Federal facilities in town when I was with FACR, but I sure didn’t know about that one. You mean, I could be driving past it and never know what the building held?”

“Right. In fact, unless there was a project, it wouldn’t have come up in your database. You would probably never even pay attention to the building. But once you were inside, you would know. Nathan told me it’s the typical setup when highly classified information is on the premises. If someone is inside who doesn’t have proper clearance, red lights spaced along the ceiling flash to let everyone know. There are rooms filled with banks of equipment with credentialed access only doors.”

Along with more background information Kim told us how the whole idea of her coming to LA to do what she called some research came about. The request for a waiver to buy all the furniture and fixtures for the new facility from a source other than FACR had come across her desk a few weeks before. FACR, the mandatory government source, actually manufactured similar types of furniture and fixtures shown on the request. According to mandate, if any government entity wanted to buy from a private sector company it required a waiver. The estimated cost for this project was three million dollars, and such a big job would never get a waiver easily. Accordingly, Kimberly’s rep in Southern California had directed the waiver to her for consideration. She didn’t approve it and happened to mention it to Nathan that night, and that’s when everything began to come together.

He told her some kind of huge Mexican money laundering scheme was going on in the Los Angeles area and wiretaps had been established to try to pinpoint how millions and millions of U.S. dollars from illegal drugs and firearms were being converted into pesos to funnel back to the suppliers in Mexico. 

He said Los Angeles has become the epicenter of narco-dollar money laundering with couriers regularly bringing duffel bags and suitcases full of cash to many businesses in the Fashion District. Imagine that. Duffle bags and suitcases full!

As we listened to her talk about black market peso exchange schemes, we learned that a wealth of information about numerous suspect businesses had been amassed from the taps, but recently every time they got close enough to plan raids, somehow an alert was passed on to the suspects. Then either the business suddenly closed its doors or was raided, but there was nothing to find. 

Kate said, “You know, being that I run FraudBusters, I recall hearing some rumors about an ingenious money laundering scheme, but I never really got involved in checking it out. Maybe I should have paid more attention. Maybe this is the same thing the chatter has been about.”

“There are so many things going on right under our noses. It could be related—or not,” Kim said. “At any rate, they are pretty sure the weak link is someone inside what I’ll call the WT Center. I don’t think it actually has an official name other than an extension of Homeland Security, but that makes it easier for us to discuss it. So, to make a long story short, I’ll be meeting with the Director of the facility on Monday, presumably about the project. Nathan alerted him that I’d be coming, and he will go along with it. That way I can snoop around and find out about a lot more than the project. I’ll make it seem I’m asking questions about everyone’s scope of work to suggest the right products, but I’ll meet with the Director after hours to share what people have told me. We are hoping someone will slip.”

I was getting a little confused. “But, you do want to also get the furniture job, too, don’t you?”

She laughed and reached for the bottle to fill her wine glass. “Of course I do, you dodo. After all three million isn’t pocket change. It will be a good job for us, but hopefully as I tour the facility and get friendly with the workers, I’ll also be able to get a lead on who might be leaking the information. You know how good I am at disguising leading questions as innocent chatter.”
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IN SOME WAY THAT MADE me feel like she and Kate were both on the prowl after bad guys and involved in intrigue, while all I had to deal with was Reid and Cunningham. True, bad guys were after me, too, but mine were a different sort of bad guys—not criminals, just jerks. Mine wasn’t a life or death situation either, unless you considered my dreaming of the death of their agency.

The next hour zipped by. 

“So,” Kim asked, “are we going to meet Milt?”. 

“Of course. We’ll all have dinner together while you’re here. He’s really looking forward to it after hearing all the stories about our escapades.” 

The conversation turned to life among the movie stars. They wanted details about my glamorous Hollywood lifestyle as compared to their professions—the parties, the awards ceremonies and which celebrities I liked the best. 

I hadn’t laughed so much in a while. It is amazing how fast time passes when you’re having a good time. Naturally, we slipped into reminiscing about some of the scrapes we had gotten into as a team. 

Kim updated us on what was going in DC since she had taken over the marketing division. “It’s really been gratifying, and I’m  glad I accepted the offer to be Director. Would you believe we’re on the brink of having sales of a billion dollars a year?”

When I worked for FACR sales were always good, hovering just above six hundred million, but nearly one billion dollars worth of furniture being produced in Federal prison factories? That was pretty astounding.”

She continued, “Yep, and everything is on the up-and-up now. No more shady deals going on with me at the helm.”

Kate interjected, “And Nathan? Everything still terrific with you two?”

“You bet. I’ve never been so happy. He’s still the same crusading Nathan. We were happy the new administration tapped him to stay on as Attorney General. Not only that—“a smile lit up her face—“um, we’re considering adopting a child. Not a baby, but one of school age.”

That sort of threw me. Kate had a son and daughter who lived with her ex in Arizona, I’d never been married or had children and was happy that way, but also never pictured Kim as a mom. She said the decision wasn’t firm in their minds yet, but she and Nathan had thought more and more about building a family and giving a child a chance. So many couples dreamed of a baby, but she and Nathan were professionals who were not really geared to raising a baby. Still, they knew they would be great parents. 

Kim added, “ You know, so many older kids have no hope of being adopted. If we go forward, we want to give a home to a child around seven or eight years old. And, who knows, we might even expand that to two.”

The setting sun turned the sky into a brilliant abstract panorama of orange shot with streaks of purple and gold. It would be another beautiful warm day if what they said about orange skies held true. We went onto the patio and sat there watching the colors evolve until they were finally taken over by a deep cobalt blue that would soon turn to a dark night sky. It was about seven-thirty when the last bits of color were gone, and time for dinner.

One nice thing about living where I do is that wonderful restaurants are an easy walk from my house. I reeled out some options: C&O Trattoria for Italian, Baja Cantina for Mexican, Siamese Gardens for Thai, Kifuni Sushi Bar—one of my favorites, or Islands if we just wanted a hamburger or a sandwich. Any of them were an excellent choice. In the end, we decided upon Baja Cantina. They have a lovely patio where we could enjoy the temperate Southern California weather and people watch at the same time. 

I told my friends, “There aren’t that many restaurants in the greater LA area with interesting histories, but Baja Cantina is one of them. It’s in a Spanish-style building that I understand was originally built as an apartment building in the 1940s to house men working on the nearby oil wells. It was used as residences until the early 1960s when it housed several little businesses. Baja Cantina took over the space back in 1975, and as the word spread it became a popular beach eatery. They took more space in the nineties, right about the time I discovered it.”

Kate said, “And you have all of this trivial knowledge about a charming restaurant because—“

“Because I love little historical bits like that. I could give you a whole song and dance about how I researched it, but actually I looked it up on the net after the first time I ate there.”

We ordered Margueritas all around. I had the Sizzling Fajitas with Grilled Prawns, Kim ordered a Steak and Pineapple Quesadilla, and sticking to her healthy eating, Kate decided upon the Fresh Catch Grilled Fish and Vegetables. That night it was Tilapia. No wonder her figure looked like a twenty-year-old swimsuit model. We savored really good Mexican food while talk of money laundering and suspicious banking deals was put on hold. Never good to discuss stuff like that in public. When we were back at my house, we could fill Kim in completely about Kate’s upcoming clandestine meeting and my escalating feud over advertising accounts. 

Couples of all ages and types strolled along Washington, enjoying the beautiful weather and the sights. Some middle-aged men obviously on vacation sported button-down shirts and Bermuda shorts, regular stockings and oxfords or sandals. Young beach types, tanned and toned, paraded in bathing suits or Daisy Dukes showing off the bottom of their taut butts while their boyfriends strutted along bare-chested showing off their toned bodies. In contrast to the California casual favored by locals, some of the women were “done to the nines” as the old saying goes. Gobs of sparkly jewelry, spike heels, and clothing suitable for going to a play or the Music Center. Washington Boulevard near the beach in Marina Del Rey is the best place to people watch. 

All three of us couldn’t help staring as an aging, but still handsome man driving a silver Ferrari zipped into a space in front of the restaurant. He got out with the grace of a tiger. Tight jeans and a body shirt that looked like it was sprayed on emphasized his buff body. 

Kim squealed, “My first celebrity sighting. He’s that guy from the protein supplement commercial. I can’t remember the name of it, but I sure recognize him. I think he claims to be about seventy. Either it works, or he has wonderful genes. Look at those muscles and body tone.”

The waiter seated him at a nearby table and within minutes he was joined by a woman who looked young enough to be his granddaughter, assuming Kim’s information about his purported age was correct. The tops of her obviously fake boobs hovered above an outrageously plunging neckline. I wondered if she used some kind of tape to keep them from falling out. Between the skintight white jeans and four inch heels, it was hard to tell if she was a working woman or a starlet. I’ll admit, her face did look somewhat familiar. The way they kissed, left no doubt they were not father and daughter, or for that matter grandfather and granddaughter. Ah, California.

After dinner, we took a leisurely walk along the canals toward my house. I found it interesting that the timing of Kim’s trip also played into something Kate had in the works. Maybe fate was orchestrating our lives again.
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WE TALKED UNTIL NEARLY midnight when Kim finally began to fade. Not surprising, though. With the time difference, it was three in the morning her time. However, we did get one very important thing settled—no way was Kate going to that meeting alone. Assuming her woman of mystery was right, it was entirely possible she was being watched. I mean, who sets up a meeting in the Ladies Room of an observatory unless they are really worried about a man or men following them?

I had arranged to take the whole day off on Thursday and Friday. Kim’s undercover bluff wasn’t until Monday afternoon, so we had Thursday to come up with a plan. 

Friday morning around eleven-thirty we set out in separate cars—Kate in her rental and Kim and me in my car. The plan was to take the 10 Freeway to Vermont, then follow Vermont up to the turnoff for the Observatory. Just about everyone in the world knows legendary Los Angeles traffic is a challenge to say the least. In fact, Angelinos rarely speak in terms of miles. Instead we estimate travel time and then add a reasonable cushion for the constantly inching along traffic, which is what we did that morning. 

Kim and I wandered around the Depths of Space exhibit, trying to stay close to the Ladies Room. First we checked out the Planets area with its scale models. The exhibit even included a chance to see what you would weigh on different planets. Well, no one could live on Venus, but I’d only weigh around one-hundred-seventeen pounds there. After that we moved to the exhibit called A Familiar Star Pattern. You can move around that one and see how familiar patterns change from different angles. But, more important, it moved us even closer to the Ladies Room, while in no way arousing suspicion.

Kate entered just before one o’clock and we got into position. According to plan, she would go into the restroom, meet with the woman, get her information and go directly to her car. Meanwhile, we would stay around the exhibits for a few minutes so we weren’t all leaving together. That way we would also see if anyone followed her or the woman. We agreed that we could wait until we got back to my house to figure out whether Kate should get involved.

I thought Kim seemed a little nervous, but then she was never quite as adventurous and Kate and me. She whispered, “I don’t have a great feeling about this. Something seems off. I didn’t see anyone go in before Kate, but maybe the woman was inside already.”

I whispered back, “Could be. Or, maybe she’s late.”

A few minutes later, Kate came out and hurried up the stairs to the main level. 

“Maybe the woman was in there already, like we thought, and now she’s just waiting until the coast is clear.”

After a short wait when no one came out, we exited the building and headed toward the parking area. A knot of people clustered around a cordoned off area near the closest parking lot. Two police cruisers with their top lights still flashing blocked some of the access. Officers appeared to be questioning several people.

Sirens in the distance signaled the approach of an ambulance. As we drew closer, a tall, slim man I estimated to be somewhere around six-three or four, turned around and looked right at us. He sported a very impressive mustache, almost reminiscent of the Old West, and wore cowboy boots. 

“Just awful, ain’t it,” he drawled in a voice heavy with a twang. “Didn’t see it happen, but those ones did.” He pointed to the group of people with the police officers. “From what I could hear, sounded like a car just shot out of the lot and went right at the poor woman.”

Another bystander added, “I was pretty far away, but it looked like she was going toward her car when—and I swear this is what I saw—that idiot just speeded up and smacked right into her. Saw the body fly up in the air even though I was a ways away. Whoever it was kept driving like the wind. Outta sight in a flash.”

A plump woman wearing a flowered butterfly top and body-hugging Capri pants added, “God rest her soul, poor thing.” 

Kim threw me a frightened look. Her voice shook when she said, “Kate? Oh God, I hope it wasn’t Kate.”

I was about to panic myself, when I spotted Kate at the edge of the crowd. Breathing a sigh of relief, I pointed in her direction. “No. There she is.” As we got closer, I saw the crumpled body of a woman lying face down in a pool of blood. Police held the gathered crowd back from the gruesome scene. 

Grateful it wasn’t our friend and shocked at the reality of the broken body, I reasoned that it must have happened shortly before Kate got to the lot. 

Then a heartbeat later Kate was standing beside us. She whispered, “I’m afraid that’s the woman I was supposed to meet. She left before I got there. She called me. I’ll tell you what happened, but I think we still have to cover ourselves. Follow my lead in case anyone is watching us.” 

Her eyes clouded with tears. She gulped a few times, trying to hold them back, then loud enough for anyone who might be watching us to hear, she said in a forced cheery voice, “Oh my goodness! Nancy Stanton. Why I haven’t seen you in months. Where have you been keeping yourself? New boyfriend? If not, I hope you’ve been busy with something exciting.”

Catching her drift, I replied, “Marcy. For heaven’s sake.  Nope. Just been busy as can be at work. We have to do lunch. Just call me. We’ll set something up. The regular place on Vermont? This is so awful, isn’t it ?”

Just like years ago, that was a signal to meet at a Denny’s—one of those places where you could blend into the woodwork without attracting much attention. From the look in her eyes I saw she remembered passing one near Beverly on the way to the Observatory. Apparently, what she had to tell us couldn’t wait for the drive back to my house. Either that, or she was too shaken to drive that far.

I headed down Vermont until I spotted the familiar yellow and red sign just north of Beverly on the East side of the street. Kate’s car was already in a parking space. As cloak and dagger went, this was very cloakish and daggerish if those are words. Maybe a little too much for my tastes. 

We spotted her seated in a booth, concern all over her face. We slid in across from her.

Keeping her voice low, Kate said, “I was only in the Ladies Room for a moment when my cell rang. It was the woman. She said that she was right—she was positive she was being watched, so she left to protect me. However, she told me before she left she hid an envelope containing two flash drives in the third stall, behind the commode. She said, ‘Get the envelope and get out of there as quickly as you can. I’ll contact you later.’”

My friend took a shaky breath. “Um, like I said, I’m pretty sure she was the hit and run victim, and I don’t think it was an accident. I think it was murder.”
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BEFORE KATE COULD SAY anything else, our waitress interrupted. “Hello ladies. Have you decided what you want?” She flashed a tired smile and shifted from foot to foot as though she felt some pain. On second look, she appeared to be in her sixties with neatly combed silver gray hair and thick glasses that gave her a somewhat grandmotherly look. I hoped she hadn’t overheard what Kate said.

“Give us a few minutes, please.” I returned her smile. “We haven’t had a chance to look at the menu.” She nodded and walked away. Fortunately it was an off-hour and there were very few people in the restaurant. None of them were seated near us. 

Kim said, “Why do you think it was murder? Couldn’t it just have been an accident that scared the driver and they took off?”

“Good try,” Kate answered, “but that doesn’t work for me. First of all, there was her message about why she left the restroom and the fact that she hid the flash drives I have in my purse. Then, witnesses saw the car speed up on purpose, hit her and take off like a jet. Too coincidental, for my money. I’ll know more when I’m able  to see what’s on the flash drives. Obviously she thought it was important, or incriminating enough to risk getting it to me. That poor woman.” 

As it turned out, Kate wasn’t up to making the drive to my house until she had time to reconcile what happened and calm down. We sat there for about an hour-and-a-half nursing cups of coffee and trying to force down some food. The only outcome was that we all felt a little nauseous. 

Finally I said, “Maybe you should just look at the flash drives and if anything seems crooked, turn them over to the police. After what happened to the woman, I am afraid for you to get involved.”

She fixed me with one of her Kate stares. The one that communicates nonverbally that she wasn’t about to back down. “Okay, let’s wait to see what this woman was onto. I’m worried if I turn this over, unless it is something that’s clear cut criminal activity and not speculation, it will fall into a black hole. I don’t want her to have given her life for that. Are you in or out?”

It was easy to see she was going to investigate with or without us. Kim was the first to speak. “I’m in. Between this and the real reason I’m here, I can see this is going to be a very busy time. I have lots of vacation time accrued. Maybe I should take off some more time from work and tell Nathan I’ll be staying longer. He’ll be fine with it. And, you’re right. If what she found was enough to get her killed, we can’t let that be the end of it. Are you sure there’s no way to connect you to her?”

Kate hesitated for a moment, while she appeared to put the mental puzzle pieces together. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, as a visitor to the Observatory it would have been perfectly logical for me to use the Ladies Room. By her leaving before I got there, even if someone was watching her, I don’t think there is any way they would tie me to her just because I went into that restroom. I was in and out in a few minutes. And, we used all of those burner phones to communicate, never using one more than once. No, unless I’ve missed something, I think I’m safe. Like I said, what’s on these drives must be worth the risk she took.”

Wow. I’d begun to feel like my ire at Jonathan Reid for dousing me with a drink was child’s play compared to this. This was the real deal, and who knew where it would lead. As for Cunningham, he was still at the top of my list for payback, but I figured I had it pretty much under control and it was heading exactly where I wanted  it  to go. I rationalized that I could get involved in this, too. In fact, I wanted to get involved. I’d have to be careful not to let Milt know what we were up to, because he would worry and plead with me to stay away from it.

Our waitress came back at that point to see if we wanted anything else. She sure did look like a caring grandmother. “I’ll be going off shift in a few minutes,” she said. “Just wanted to see if there was anything else I can get you.” 

We thanked her and said we were just about to leave. 

Back at the house, Kate booted her laptop and slid the flash drive marked “1” in black marker into the port on the laptop. There was only one file—a video recording. 

All three of us watched as the image of a young woman who appeared to be in her late twenties filled the screen. She wasn’t exactly pretty, but had a pleasant face framed by beautiful long light brown hair. Her lips were a little too full but didn’t look like they were shot full of silicone, and she possessed a nose that fit her face perfectly. It was her haunted eyes that got us. She began to speak.

“Kate, my real name is Marjory Newfield. I’m recording this so you will know how to evaluate what is on the other flash drive if for some reason I can’t tell you in person.”

Her eyes looked a little moist now, as though she was holding back tears. “I’m afraid I’ve gotten into more than I thought this would be. and I am really scared. The other drive contains copies of every questionable transaction for the bank’s potential buyer I discussed with you. I actually did something I probably shouldn’t have, but I hacked into some of his accounts, and could lose my job over that, if I survive this. If anyone traced the hack to me—” 

Her voice trailed off like she couldn’t bear to say what she feared might happen.

Kate paused the video. We looked at each other with tears in our eyes when she said, “This makes me even more certain that she was the hit and run victim.” She pressed the play arrow.

“You will see from the other drive that this is most likely a much bigger fraud than I thought it was at first. I don’t believe this man is who he represents himself to be—someone with an interest in being part of a legitimate investment group. Maybe the buyers are really a mob or a cartel, and they’re using this man along with some others with reliable reputations as their front. I didn’t investigate the others, but I really believe it’s possible he isn’t the only one who could be a phony.”

Kate paused the video again. “The last time we spoke, she said she would reveal the name of the person she suspects when we met. I hope it’s either on this recording or the documents on the other one give us the name—or perhaps names. It’s beginning to feel like she recorded this as a precaution. I didn’t realize she was so young. I mean, her voice sounded more mature. So, Kim, are you going to make that call to Nathan?”

There was a sparkle in Kim’s eyes when she said, “I’m in. If financial records are involved I’m the one with the expertise to unravel whatever she discovered. After all, I am a CPA. 

While visions tumbled through my head I said aloud, “So it’s the three of us again. I have to admit I am a little afraid we might be treading in hot water, but I also agree that if we turn these drives over to the police the whole thing could go into limbo, and I can’t be part of letting that happen.”

If we were at Kim’s house in Seattle back in the days of FACR, when we were faced with serious stuff like this she always broke out some outrageous dessert and we would brainstorm on a sugar high. I just happened to have a chocolate cherry cheesecake on hand, figuring I would use it when I told them what was going on with Reid and Cunningham. This horrible turn of events today was  a much better, if very sad, reason to turn to sweets.
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KIM SAID NOTHING FOR quite a while, and neither did we. It was so quiet I could almost hear the air moving through the room. A slight wind had kicked up outside, and we sat there watching the trees waving back and forth like ballet dancers. 

Finally she spoke. “I agree that we shouldn’t turn this over to the police, but I am positive we should run this past Nathan before we go any farther. If what she said is supported by the documents on the other flash drive, and this person or persons are a front for a mob or cartel trying to pull off buying a bank, it’s possible that they are already under Federal surveillance. If they are, and we jump in, it could blow anything that they have already done. Plus, this flash drive might have information that will push it over the edge.”

Silence prevailed again as Kate and I mulled over what she said. Kim was always the logical one, and what she said did make sense. They could be under surveillance by the FBI, the DEA or even Homeland Security and the AFT or the Border Patrol if guns were involved. We would never be forgiven if we messed up something that any of those agencies were tracking. In fact, it might even result in charges of obstruction of justice or whatever they call interference in an active case. Not only that, but with his wife involved, Nathan could bear the brunt of our foul up. We could be jumping into something we might not be able to climb out of.

Kate spoke first. “Let’s look at that second drive. I’m leaning toward agreeing with you and—“

I interrupted. “So am I. Sorry for breaking in, Kate. Finish what you were saying.”

“—and, it’s entirely possible that what Marjory Newfield gave her life for is really important evidence. If it helps bring down the purchase of a bank, most likely for the sole purpose of laundering money, there could be a reward for this evidence. I don’t know if she had family, but we could find out and maybe make sure they receive whatever reward there is.”

“Hold that thought,” I said, then went into the kitchen to get the chocolate cherry cheesecake. A decision this important had to be discussed over something delicious. That strategy always worked for us before.

Kate was pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace when I came back into the living room carrying a platter with the cheesecake, four plates, forks and napkins. Kim sat on the sofa with her legs curled up beneath her. Both of my friends wore serious expressions.

When I set the platter down on the coffee table, Kate stopped pacing and said, “Maybe we need some coffee to go with this. Would that be too much trouble?”

“No trouble at all, but I think we have to decide what we’re going to do about this before it’s too late to call Nate. Whatever we do, we’ll have to act on it right away. After all, you do make valid points, Kate. Let’s see if there is anything on the news about what happened at the observatory. The cheesecake and coffee can wait a few minutes.”

Before I bought this house I never liked having a TV in my living room, but I loved this room so much I wanted to spend as much time in it as possible. Besides, with flat screen TVs that hang on the wall, a TV isn’t an intrusion like the old huge big screen models.  Mine was a seventy inch Smart TV. Sometimes when I read or sat there just looking at my wonderful view, I tuned to YouTube and put on a video that looked exactly like an aquarium with exotic tropical fish swimming around. 

I tuned to the 5 O’Clock local news.

Sure enough, after a predictable report about tension in the Middle East, a few local shootings and a Hollywood wacko wandering around Hollywood Boulevard attempting to anoint people because he was convinced he was Jesus Christ, the reporter’s expression grew solemn. She didn’t flash a false smile like some did when reporting awful news. 

A video shot earlier played with her reporting live from Griffith Observatory, a cordon of police cars and throng of bystanders in the background.

“This is Deborah Rashid reporting from Griffith Observatory where a young woman’s life came to a tragic end today in an apparent hit and run accident.” She turned and swept the tableau behind her with her right arm. “It happened right here. From the driver’s license in her handbag, the victim has been identified as Marjory Newfield of Los Angeles. I have been informed she died before the ambulance arrived. Witnesses say the car appeared to speed up, aiming right for her. No further details are available at this time, but maybe it was not an accident.”

She turned and walked over to a small group of people, one woman and two men. “I’m going to get first-hand accounts from three of the witnesses. She approached a short young man who looked very scholarly. He wore dark framed glasses, had neatly combed dirty blond hair, and his light blue shirt with the button-down collar was open at the neck. He carried a case that probably held a laptop. 

“What can you tell us about this tragic event?”

After clearing his throat a few times, he said, “I was walking toward the lot when I noticed her. I guess I noticed because from a distance I thought she was attractive. She seemed to be in a real hurry, though. All of a sudden this car shot out of one of the parking lanes and headed right for her. The next thing I saw—” 

He covered his eyes as though not wanting to see the moment she was hit. When he opened them, tears rested on his lower lids. “I—I saw it hit her and her body flew up into the air. I don’t know if I’ll ever get that image out of my mind.” He gulped, then said, “Sorry.”

“Did you happen to be close enough to recognize the model of the car or see the driver?”

The poor young man appeared close to meltdown. “Um, no. It was such a shock I think my mind blanked out everything but the poor woman flying through the air.”

“Thank you Mr., er—“

Higgenbottom, Horace Higgenbottom.” He moved away into the parking area.

She held the mic up to a woman who seemed nervous to be on camera. “What is your name?”

“Uh, Sarah Qualpepper. I’m just visitin’ here from Oklahoma City. I heard it was dangerous in Los Angeles, but never thought I would see someone killed.” She stifled a sob.

“Well, sometimes the reports of dangers in LA are a bit exaggerated, but I’m so sorry you had to witness this. I understand you were closer to the accident than Mr. Higgenbottom. Can you tell me what you saw?”

Sarah Qualpepper patted her chest, then fanned her face. “I thought I was about to faint when I saw it. This white car, not very different than so many in this area, went straight for that poor girl.” She reached into her large orange tote bag and pulled out a handkerchief. “Sorry, I’m just all aflutter.” 

Sarah was a large woman who appeared to weigh about two hundred fifty pounds or more. Despite her Bermuda shorts and sleeveless flowered top she was sweating profusely. She swiped the handkerchief across her forehead, took a deep breath and continued. “I couldn’t see no face or anything, but it was a man drivin’. I’m sure of that. I just caught a glimpse of his dark hair, sort of longish it was, but definitely a man.”

She paused again and used the handkerchief to wipe tears from her eyes. 

“I like to look at license plates to see where they are from. You know, in a town like this, people are from lots of places. This one was definitely California. Seen enough of them since I’ve been on vacation here. I remembered seeing an R and a P. That’s all. Told those cops over there what I saw.”

She moved away from the reporter. “Sorry, I gotta go now.”

The last person, a handsome black man dressed in a business suit, white shirt and tie shied away when the mic was thrust in his face. “Sorry, Ma’am. With all due respect, I really don’t wish to make a comment. All I can say is it was an awful thing to see.” Then he moved away, too.

I clicked off the TV and we all said the same thing at the same time. 

Marjory was only trying to be a good citizen, and now she was a dead good citizen. We all sat there silently for a moment, and I had no doubt my friends were thinking the same thing I was. We had to do something. But what?
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KIM SPOKE FIRST. “SEE what I mean? We have to discuss this with Nathan before we go one step further. Cami let’s have our coffee and cheesecake while we look at that second flash drive. That will give us time to discuss what’s on it, then we can still call Nathan tonight before it gets too late.

She was absolutely right, so I went back into the kitchen, popped three K-cups in the coffee maker, and a few minutes later came back carrying a tray with three mugs, cream, sugar and sweetener. I take mine black but Kate uses cream and sugar while Kim takes two of the little pink sweetener packets.

With the second drive inserted into Kate’s laptop port, we watched the screen intently. 

“That girl took a major risk,” Kate said when we saw page after page of information from the hacked accounts along with the notes Marjory entered. 

The drive also included background information she uncovered related to the major investor, a man named Kenneth Monnigan. He was the one who led the group that wanted to buy the bank. We couldn’t tell why this man had aroused her suspicion from what was on the screen, but it looked like Marjory was a very skilled researcher. Her documentation and notes showed that Monnigan wasn’t the executive producer for various movies that scored big dollars he claimed to be, even though he had presented what appeared to be authentic documentation to support this declaration. The four other investors also appeared to have large assets and squeaky clean records confirmed by credit reports, corporate documents and disclosures, which were now in question.

Kate said, “I think I know what caught her eye. In one of our conversations I’d asked her if it was something in the audit papers that triggered her suspicions. She said it had nothing to do with that particular bank or transaction. It was something she remembered from another audit where this person’s name had come up.”

Kim looked very thoughtful, knitting her brows as she concentrated on the data on the screen. As a CPA, she might have seen something we didn’t. What she asked next confirmed that. 

“When you spoke to her, did she go into any detail about what was suspicious in the other audit and how long ago it happened?”

“As a matter of fact, she did. She said it was about two years ago—one of her first jobs when she was real gung ho about proving herself. By accident she came across multiple accounts all held by the same man using different names. She became suspicious when she found deposits averaging just under ten thousand dollars, each made to the accounts in apparent rotation, none more than a week apart. After withdrawals were made or checks issued, the process began again. Deposits under ten thousand dollars are not reported to the IRS. All in all, the total of the deposits and subsequent transfers amounted to over a million dollars. It looked exactly like what someone would do if hiding assets or money laundering. While most information about the account holders was different, there was a common thread. Same mother’s maiden name. Also the same place of birth. An apparently minor mistake that aroused her suspicion. ”

I took a deep breath, picturing Marjory discovering what appeared to be illegal. “Did she do anything about it back then? Could that have been something that put her in danger now? As you said, that happened two years ago.”

“Good questions. She said she reported it to the bank authorities, but then she was assigned to another project. Just before her last day, a new account appeared on a search she set up to tag anything with suspicious deposits. While she didn’t give me the name then, we know now that the name on that account had to be Kenneth Monnigan. It wasn’t included in the group being investigated because it was the most recent one and there was nothing to tie it in at that point. Still she was curious and took it a few steps further. It turned out her searches confirmed he’d been anything but the movie producer he claimed to be. Although she was off the project the next day and working in a new location, she always felt it was another of the same man’s accounts. So when she saw that name, she felt compelled to track down whatever information she could.”  

“Did she know what happened to the guy?”

“She never said.”

By now my heart was beating so fast it could have jumped out of my chest. I couldn’t help picturing what could happen to us if we pursued this, and thanked the powers that be Kim insisted upon turning it over to Nathan. We did have a talent for getting into trouble no matter how careful we were. We proved that time and again in the past. Kim still had her “undercover” appointment to deal with, I still had Reid and Cunningham, and one more sticky situation would have definitely been one too many.

I picked up one of the plates and placed a large slice of cheesecake on it, then handed it to Kate. “Your reward for the inside information.” Her lips curled in a smile before she took a bite.

Next I gave Kim a slice and said, “For being the voice of caution and wisdom. And speaking of caution, please be very careful. You really don’t know what you might be walking into.”

I took my own piece and dug into it with gusto. Between bites I managed to say, “As soon as we’re done with this sweets break, we’ll call Nathan.” I plunged my fork into what was left of my piece.
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WHEN WE FINALLY CALLED Nathan, it was ten o’clock DC time. We plunged right into the reason for the call without wasting time with small talk. As it turned out, it was a good thing we checked with him before we did anything rash. The DEA and ATF both had Kenneth Monnigan under confidential investigations. In fact, they were collecting evidence on his multiple but carefully concealed identities that ranged from the bogus movie producer to a real estate developer. His primary occupation, however, was fronting money laundering operations for not one, but two cartels—one involved in drugs and the other in guns.

“Monnigan, or whatever he chooses to call himself, is a dangerous guy,” Nathan said. Thank goodness you three didn’t go any farther with this. It sounds like the evidence on those flash drives will hammer another nail into his coffin. What a pity that woman had to lose her life to do it.”

When asked if there was a reward for providing this evidence, he confirmed there was and he would put people on finding Marjory’s heirs.

We wrapped up the conversation by promising to Fed Ex the drives to him first thing in the morning. 

Before we did that, however, Kate insisted we make our own copies. As she explained, “You hope and pray that what you send makes it to the destination safely, but this is really hot stuff. What if it got sidetracked or lost? We can’t risk that.”

We all agreed, so I offered to put the duplicate drives in my nearby safe deposit box the next day. 

By that time it was past one in the morning East Coast time and Kim looked like she was beginning to fade. But she wasn’t ready to go to bed. 

“My mind is rolling like a speeding train,” she said. “I really need to come down several notches before I can fall asleep. Would it be safe to take a walk along the canals? Maybe some fresh air and tranquility will help clear my mind.”

I scooped up our plates and coffee mugs and put them in the kitchen sink. The temperature had dropped like it often does at night in LA. In fact it was chilly enough to wear sweaters. I always keep a few sweaters and light jackets in my guest closet, so I grabbed three and we ventured out into the night.

The beautiful cobalt sky had darkened to black highlighting the full moon. The glow of city lights often obscured what could be a starry sky, but this evening some had managed to shine through. As we set out along the canal a light breeze caressed our faces. You could not have ordered a better evening.

We moved along the path at a slow pace and kept our voices low because of the hour. Anyone who might look out their window and see us would never suspect how horrible our day had been.

Kim said, “Geez, Cami, we’ve been so focused on everything that happened today, I never had a chance to ask you how things were going with Cunningham. I guess you’re really cutting into their clients and income. Good for you. What’s the latest?”

I thought about that. What was the latest? In some ways it had gone from bad to worse. It was my bad luck that when Reid dumped the glass of Coke all over me, someone with a cell phone had videoed the entire incident, including my shouting at him, “The best place for you and your sleazy partner is DEAD.” 

After my confrontation with Angela Thurston, the video turned up on the online edition of the LA Times in her What’s Happening in Hollywood column, with an accompanying article. True, we weren’t in “the business,” but both firms did have some celebrity clients. I wondered how much she paid that enterprising person for the video that made me look like a defenseless drowned rat—that is, until I fought back. The headline, Top Century City advertising execs in brawl in local eatery. Cameron Harson issues threat. The accompanying article was filled with fabricated quotes and speculation on her part. 

I’d tried to rationalize that any news is good news, but really had my doubts about this one. If only I hadn’t used the word DEAD. 

“Yeah, it’s true that I’ve made lots of headway in taking them down since I opened my agency. I guess you saw the video and article online—or did you?”

Both of my friends admitted they had watched the video in awe.

“Not my finest moment, I guess, but that damn Jonathan Reid really pissed me off. The nerve of him humiliating me like that. As for wishing both of them dead, that just slipped out in my moment of fury. I wish I could take it back. Didn’t make me look all that great or professional.”

Kate imparted her usual wisdom. “Do you think you’ve done enough damage to them? Maybe it’s time to try to bury the hatchet a little bit. It would make you look like the better person. After all, you’ve built a great reputation for the agency. New accounts seek you out because they see how successful your senior products campaigns are. Why don’t you consider making Forever Young the last account you poach from them. Then if others move to your agency voluntarily without any prompting, well, that’s life.”

What she said made sense. I needed to get back to concentrating on building my agency without revenge attached to every move I made. “I’ll consider it,” I said. “Maybe I’ll even invite those two bozos to have a drink or lunch with me to discuss a peace treaty. Let me sleep on it.”

We continued walking along Grand Canal until we reached North Venice and turned back toward my house.

The pressures of the day had taken their toll. All three of us were fading rapidly. Walking along the canal at this hour was very peaceful. With no one else on the walk, a little whoosh from the water occasionally moved by a light breeze, a bird call now and then, and a full moon were the only sounds to break the tranquility. Under the right circumstances and with a guy, not two girlfriends, it would have been the perfect setting for romance. Instead, all we wanted was to make it back to the house and fall into bed.

That night I had very weird dreams. Not unusual after what we had been through, but still unsettling. Images of a body flying through the air, and some goofy policemen dressed like the Keystone Kops. The ambulance arrived, and a bunch of clowns dressed like doctors poured out like that old Volkswagen commercial. They rushed around without accomplishing anything.

I popped up in bed sometime around three or three-thirty with an uneasy feeling it wasn’t over yet. Maybe I was worried that Kim could have some problems trying to find out who was leaking information from the wiretaps. Whatever it was, I tossed and turned until the first beams of light signaled a new day. Instead of feeling rested, I felt like I could sleep another few hours, but that wasn’t in the cards.
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MONDAY MORNING CAME after an uneventful weekend. I stumbled into the kitchen, still a little bleary eyed. Kate was bustling around already and the welcome aroma of fresh coffee greeted me. I have never figured out how she manages to look so fantastic in the morning. Every hair in place, no makeup but skin as smooth and wrinkle-free as an anti-aging advertisement right down to the natural glow that accents her high cheekbones. Let me tell you, in the advertising business we usually have to airbrush photos of models her age to gain that perfection. I wish I knew her secret. She always attributed it to “good genes.” This morning an embroidered black Chinese silk robe wrapped her slim figure. If only I felt like she looked.

I shuffled over to the table and plopped down.

Kate had been busy. First she presented me with a picture perfect omelet stuffed with mushrooms, onions, peppers and whatever cheese she found in my refrigerator. If I’d made the omelet, it would have all broken apart and been tinged with bits of brown where it burned. Hers could have been photographed for a cookbook. She went back to the counter and brought me a mug of coffee.

“Man, you look like you really need this,” she said, running it under my nose before she put it on the table. “I suspect Kim is still asleep. Either that or she’s puttering around putting on her makeup. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her without it. At any rate, no sign of her yet this morning.”

My hands flew up to my face. Did I have dark circles under my eyes? 

It was after eleven o’clock by the time Kim’s voice trailed down the stairs. “Good morning. I can’t believe I slept like the dead. Never even heard the alarm.” 

She waltzed in wearing a chic gray pinstriped business suit, pearl gray silk blouse and black sling-back high heels. Even though her appointment at the Homeland Security facility wasn’t for another few hours, she was dressed in her sincere outfit and ready to go.

As for me, I’d just thrown on some sweats after breakfast, ran a brush through my hair and applied a minimum of makeup, but forgot to use my good concealer under my eyes.  The circles I’d feared probably weren’t exactly black, but I knew they were definitely there. Kate originally planned to meet with Marjory, but since she was now a resident of the LA Morgue, at least until they autopsied her poor crushed body, so Kate’s day was free.

She offered to make Kim an omelet, but Kim said, “Thanks, but just a cup of strong coffee will be plenty.”

Kim took the steaming mug into the living room so we could talk about moves that might make sense to uncover the mole.

Always the practical one, Kate’s first question was, “If it is a top secret facility, won’t you have an escort with you all the time? They would hear everything you say, and more important, how will you know that escort isn’t actually the person you’re trying to uncover?”

Kim took a few sips, then put the cup on a coaster on the coffee table. After clearing her throat she said, “Um, I haven’t told you everything. For starters, I’ll be able to move around the facility by myself if I want to. Soon after Nathan and I were married, he thought it would be a good idea for me to have a Top Secret clearance. It took about nine months, even considering he’s our U.S. Attorney General—the high-ranking person who requested it, and—two—I’m an executive with FACR, which is under the Department of Justice. My clearance will make it a lot easier and safer for me.”

That certainly was a plus, but I was still concerned. “What if you encounter the leaker and ask questions that alert him or her that you’re interested in more than what their job descriptions require in the way of cubicles and furniture?”

She smiled the smile of someone who is totally confident of their abilities. “Oh, Nathan and the Director gave me all the right language to use. The Director also narrowed it down to about twenty possible people which really helps. They employ over one hundred and fifty in that facility, but just those twenty have access to the information about when raids are being staged. And, that’s actually on a rotation, so not all of them know about the same ones. Each of them is in a senior position. Any question I ask that could act as a trigger for suspicion will be so veiled it will seem completely innocent. I’ll make it look like idle curiosity about where that person fits into the big picture.”

We sat there sipping coffee and talking about some of the things Kim would ask and how she would decide which questions to ask each of those under suspicion. Apparently over the past few months, every time a raid was staged it appeared as though everything was on track. To make matters worse, the place being raided was definitely involved in either drug or gun money laundering. But when the team arrived, everything that aroused suspicion in the intercepted calls or emails must have been masked or cleaned up, because the operation looked completely aboveboard. Diverse businesses were targeted, but each had track records involving large cash transactions. 

Kim said, “As I understand it, even with inside information about the raids, it had to take a certain amount of time to clean things up, so the leak has to be coming from someone with advance access to the plans. There is something puzzling, though. Everyone agrees that individually these probably weren’t the main targets for the millions, or even billions, involved. None of them appear to have the ability to deal in amounts that large. The Director feels it is a group of companies under the same ownership, but they haven’t been able to prove that yet.”

It hit all of us at the same time. Kate spoke first. “So it’s possible Marjory accidentally hit on another part of the big picture—buying a bank through a questionable group posing as legitimate investors so they could process large transactions and convert drug or gun money into what looked like legal transactions.

Kim added, “Well, it would give them the ability to break amounts down to under ten thousand by using some slick maneuvers. That way the bank would look just like a successful local bank. They might even use the accounts of legitimate customers and slide amounts in and out of those accounts to muddy the trail. Mask it as an unfortunate error if ever questioned by a customer and offer that customer profuse apologies by the bank.”

It seemed like a logical theory, but would it be possible for a bank to pull off something like that? When I questioned Kim, she admitted she wasn’t certain they could, but it was worth consideration.

The conversation turned to Reid/Cunningham. My friends insisted upon hearing every last detail. By the time I finished filling them in on everything, including the invasion of my office, it was time for Kim to leave for her appointment. Just talking about it made me seethe with anger. 

Kim said, “We’ll do whatever we have to in order to help you get even with those jerks. Dousing you with Coke, pushing into your office. I hope you plan to sue them or at least get a restraining order.”

I said through clenched teeth, “Oh, they will get theirs, alright. They have no idea what a bitch I can be.”

After taking the time to change my clothes and put on makeup so I wouldn’t look like Kate’s ugly, aging stepsister, we ventured out for the afternoon. Truth is, I never leave the house unless I’m sure I look picture perfect. In fact, when I spend the night with Milt I don’t actually clean my face of makeup. I don’t want him to see me without my eyebrows. That’s right. I was one of those teenage girls who shaved my eyebrows, never knowing that if you do that at a certain young age they might not grow back. Ah, vanity.

It was one of those perfect LA days again, hovering around seventy-five at the beach with the slightest of breezes. We decided to take the few block stroll down to the Venice Boardwalk and grab lunch at the Sidewalk Cafe. Kate loves to people watch, and there is no better place to do that than the Boardwalk. We figured we could brainstorm about the next moves while enjoying the wacky atmosphere. Maybe one of the regulars—the famous Swami, a tall fellow swathed in white, topped with a tall white turban on his head—would roller skate by. 

As soon as we set foot on the patio, Maxi and Mini rushed up to us quacking up a storm. If I could speak “duck” I probably would have heard, “Give us breadcrumbs.” 

While Kate watched in amusement, I reached up for the container filled with breadcrumbs and tossed some to them. Both pounced on the treat, even as other ducks flooded into my yard. But they were too late. Maxi and Mini gobbled up every last one and walked back to the canal with a casual flick of their little tails. I’d always interpreted that to mean thank you.

We took our time and stopped to watch a juggler, a woman who appeared to be in her sixties doing some fancy skateboarding, and muscular young men lifting weights. Finally, we wrangled a table on the crowded patio of the Sidewalk Cafe so we could watch the tableau that played out every day.

It felt great to have a day off and spend it with one of my best friends. For the moment, the serious business that awaited us felt like it was in limbo and I was determined to enjoy every minute.

Then Kate said, “I think I hear your cell phone.” Her hearing is so acute she always hears things I don’t. Sure enough, when I took my phone out of my purse I saw my office number on the screen.

Something told me this wouldn’t be good.
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EVERYONE AT THE OFFICE knew not to call me unless it was really important or an emergency. What could possibly have happened? Kate couldn’t help but see the distress slither across my face. 

The frustration in Maggie’s voice was loud and clear. “Cami, sorry to bother you, but I have a situation.” 

My heart pounded, expecting a new disaster. “What happened, Maggie? You really sound upset.”

“You bet I’m upset. The new posters you wanted to put all around the conference room for your Forever Young presentation just arrived. Cami, they are awful. All wrong. I just called the printer and Sean Macintosh himself said someone who claimed to be our new art director called and said there was a change in the artwork. He emailed new files and stayed on the phone until Sean opened the files. When he saw what each one said, Sean asked the person three times if they were sure this was what you wanted. He said this was a new approach, and definitely what the presentation should look like.”

“How bad are they and what do you think happened? It sounds like maybe our email was hacked and someone was put up to making the phone call, but who would have done that?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew who—Tyler Cunningham, out to save his account. He would stoop to anything.

“Quick, tell me what some of them say.”

“Oh, real crap stuff like ‘Time has run out for you. That’s something Forever Young can’t fix,’ or ‘Let’s face it, you’re an old bat.’” Thank goodness Sean was running ahead of schedule. Can you imagine what would have happened if we didn’t have time to fix this?”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately this was something that could be solved without much drama. 

“Yeah. I would have had half a presentation. Of course we would have caught it before the client saw anything, but it would have lessened the impact of seeing these cool ads on easels all around the room. Anyway, the good news is this won’t be that hard to salvage. Call Sean back, tell him someone tried to sabotage the presentation and ask him to please use the original artwork and rush it. Also tell him that if anything like this happens in the future to call you or me to verify that the request is actually coming from me. I’m sure this was the work of Cunningham. Ask Sean to call as soon as the job is ready so you can send a messenger to pick up the posters. You did right to call me.”

“Thanks, Boss.”

“Oh, and Maggie, maybe you better run the video to make sure they weren’t able to sneak anyone into our office to tamper with that, too. You have a backup file for it, right?”

Maggie said we always did and told me everything was under control and to enjoy my time off.

After hearing my part of the conversation, Kate wanted to know all the details as soon as I hung up. When I finished filling her in, I added, “Oh, he is so going down. I’m going to pulverize him. Can you imagine him stooping that low?”

She gave me a little Mona Lisa smile. “Well, it sure proves you are getting under his skin. Thank goodness it didn’t work. Of course, they won’t know that until you land their big client.”

If only the feud had ended there.

Kim returned around five-thirty and looked ready for a nice glass of wine.

Once she settled in the living room with a glass in her hand, Kate blurted out, “Those rats at Reid/Cunningham are  getting into Cami’s office somehow and messing with her presentations. I hope they don’t tamper with any of my information.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said, then took a sip of my own wine. “They’re after me and I’m sure they’ve done their homework and know you and I are solid. No, I think they’ll target attacks to accounts that either were theirs and are now mine or ones like Forever Young—clients they still have, but not for long unless they can make us look foolish. It’s aggravating. That’s for sure. But I don’t think there is any real danger involved. Cunningham is such a creep. However, I can’t believe he would resort to physical stuff. Instead, he probably has someone on his payroll like a cleaning person or security guard who has after-hours access to the office. I’ll report this to building management and call our security company tomorrow.” 

Kate and Kim looked doubtful. “Do you think that’s enough,” Kim asked. “What about Jonathan Reid? Is he someone you should be afraid of?”

I thought for a moment before saying, “Well, I don’t think so, but frankly I’m not sure. There’s something behind his handsome facade I can’t put my finger on. Something that seems a little diabolical. But, maybe I just feel that way because of the way he humiliated me in the Century Cafe. I can’t remember ever feeling that way about him when I worked there. In fact, at one point I fantasized about dating him.”

“Tell me you didn’t,” Kim said.

Feeling a little foolish, I had to answer truthfully. “Well, you  haven’t seen the guy. He’s still hot now and was even better looking twelve years ago or so. Yeah. I did picture him as a boyfriend for a while, but nothing came of it. He didn’t return the interest. Enough of this. Tell us what happened today. Were you able to snoop without being suspected.”

Just as Kim was about to answer, there was a cacophony of quacking on the patio. It sounded like a hundred ducks had invaded. I flung open the door and shouted to Kate and Kim for help.

A dog I didn’t recognize had Maxi in his mouth and at least twenty ducks were running at him, all quacking loudly. Minnie was quacking the loudest. I rushed at the dog, never considering that he could bite me, while I shouted, “Go home!” Fortunately he hadn’t actually bitten into Maxi. Kate grabbed the hose on the patio and turned the spigot to full, aiming the stream directly at the dog. He dropped Maxi and ran off howling.

“How did you know to do that?” I asked, still shaking as I thought of what could have happened to Maxi. 

“When I was a kid we had dogs that fought with each other. Dad always told us to turn the hose on them to break them apart and it worked every time. Instinct I guess.”

We were about to go back into the house when Minnie waddled over to Kate and rubbed against her leg. It was clearly her way of saying thank you. Then she limped over to a shivering Maxi and the two of them went back to the canal followed by all the other ducks. 

Back in the house, it took us a few minutes to settle down from that scare. I hadn’t realized how much Maxi and Minnie meant to me. They were actually like pets, I guess, pets who had become part of my family.

If only my problems with Cunningham could be solved that quickly. I made myself aim my thoughts in another direction, anxious to hear what Kim had to say about her day.
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KIM BEGAN, “IT’S AMAZING how much you can find out when it appears you are interested in something totally different. I talked to ten of the twenty who are under suspicion and don’t think any of them are the leakers, but when I asked about their specific tasks, it was easy to have them think I needed that information to make sure we proposed the most efficient working environment. I threw in some phony information about how my own space back in DC was reworked and not only was I more efficient, but due to my new chair, I didn’t have back pain anymore.”

“You had back pain?” Kate questioned.

“Not at all. I have a great ergonomic chair, but it opened up a line of communication. I saw immediately that these guys had old-fashioned task chairs and I could almost feel them mentally begging me for something comfortable. After that, the conversation lost some of that need-to-know secrecy and they opened up a little more about what they do.”

She added that because it was a top secret facility, she wore the appropriate visitor’s badge for her clearance. That also made it easier for them to talk to her.

“The bottom line is most of them sit for hours monitoring conversations and emails with legal wiretap permission. One told me it gets sort of boring at times. They process all kinds of irrelevant information while waiting to pick up something of substance. Each one has assigned lines of communication to monitor. Another guy told me there was a person he watched who was supposed to be a go-between for mid-size drug deals, but all he ever picked up was this slimeball either making arrangements for sex parties or chatting online with various hookers. From the expression that flashed across his face, I knew he realized perhaps he said something he shouldn’t. I was right because he quickly added that he hoped I wouldn’t say anything to anyone about what he’d shared.” 

She paused and gave us a wink.

“Of course, I put his concerns to rest and thanked him for an amusing story. The thing is, not one person I talked to mentioned anything relative to hearing about an offbeat operation they figured could be tied into money laundering. And, believe me, I worked the devil out of all of them. I truly believe if they knew anything, I could have gotten it out of them.”

Kim seemed a little disappointed that none of the interviews yielded information about planned drug raids. She said any of the ten could have found information like that if they tried hard enough. However, it was her impression that like so many workers, none of them cared about anything beyond getting through the eight hours they put in on their assigned jobs. She couldn’t imagine anyone she spoke to that day taking the next step of digging into privileged information, like the three of them had at FACR, even though it would certainly be worth plenty to any money laundering operation that was about to be raided. In other words, she felt it was a bit of a wasted day.

“I reported back to Director Kincaid,” she said, “and told him that in my opinion, those ten should be taken off the list. He said he appreciated my evaluation. Tomorrow he wants me to concentrate on a recent hire. Apparently, this woman came through the system with good job reviews from another department, and a recommendation from high up the food chain. She was transferred to his operation a few months ago. He hadn’t paid that much attention to her in particular, but with it now being narrowed down to ten, he reconsidered.”

The talk turned what to do for dinner. Kim took a few minutes to change out of her business suit, and reappeared wearing faded jeans, flat sandals and a cool tee shirt she picked up from a shop on Washington near the beach. Palm trees spanned her boobs next to fancy lettering that said “Venice Beach.” I didn’t bother to tell her that the tee shirt made her look a little like a tourist. 

Pizza sounded good, and I suggested that we try Big Daddy and Sons Pizza. I told my friends I had sort of a soft spot for this eatery that was founded by a guy I’d known since the nineties named Larry Parker. Larry had a flair for opening restaurants that became hangouts. I first met him when he owned Larry Parker’s 24 Hour Beverly Hills Diner on south Beverly Drive. I was just starting my career in advertising, and I’d pop over there after work for a quick bite. The menu was amazing and the cafe was frequented by lots of people in the entertainment industry. There was always someone to talk to while eating dinner. Larry was a “hands-on” owner and it seemed to me that he never went home. We would often chat into the late hours. I was really sad when I heard he died back in 2013. He was only sixty-two years old.

With our plan set, I said, “If we walk there, it’s pretty much of a hike. Quite a bit north of Venice Blvd. Are you up to it or should we drive?”

It was a no-brainer. None of us felt up to a long walk, and since Kate and Kim had their cars parked behind my garage blocking mine, we took Kate’s rental.

This section of Ocean Front Walk isn’t quite the same as the Boardwalk near my house, but still lives up to its reputation of being a place where anything goes. Every variety of tourists and locals crowd the street. 

“Did you ever hear about a place called the Gas House Cafe back in the late fifties?”

They looked at me with blank stares. I guess that went too far back for them. 

“Well, it was a big deal back then. The Gas House was in this very location and was a popular hangout for beatniks and poets. The owner, Eric Nord, was called ‘Big Daddy.’ He was a Beat Generation-era nightclub owner, poet, actor, and hipster. They called him the king of the Beat Generation.”

Kim perked up. “So if he was like a king, is that why they called him Big Daddy?”

“I think it was more because he was a huge man. Big Daddy stood six feet seven inches tall and was beyond stout. In other words, he was a really big dude.”

Kate said, “This is beginning to sound familiar. Was he also the one who founded the Hungry I night club in San Francisco?”

I nodded. “Larry named his place Big Daddy’s after him. Nothing like a little history to add flavor to a location. Let’s go in.”

The tantalizing aroma of pizza and other delights teased our senses. Kim pointed to one of the tables and said, “This looks like a repurposed surf board.”

“Yep,” I answered. “That’s exactly what the tables are made of. Cool, huh?”

We sat down at one of the surf board tables, and Kim said, “Well, we certainly don’t have anything like this in DC. I feel like I’m really wearing the right tee shirt, even if it does make me look like a tourist.”

She said that, not me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

19



[image: image]


WHILE KIM PLACED THE call to Nathan to make sure he received Marjory’s flash drives, Kate booted her laptop to check her emails. I fantasized about ways to get even with Reid or Cunningham—whichever of them had pulled off the latest stunt with the posters. By the time Kim reported the results of her call, Kate had shut down her laptop and I was lost in thoughts of sweet revenge.

“First of all, Nathan did receive the flash drives and his team viewed them. Poor Marjory. I hate that her curiosity got her killed, but something positive did come out of it. Those flash drives provided them with valuable information. They have been trying to get something on this Kenneth Monnigan character or whatever his real name is for a few years. He is so elusive, they have never been able to get a photo of him and apparently he’s extremely adept at building false identities and putting up smoke screens around his real identity.”

Kim paused. “Nathan said this takes them one step closer to what is turning out to be one of the most cleverly conceived money laundering schemes they have ever come across. He couldn’t tell me more, but it definitely ties in with the raid alerts and what Marjory found.” She grew dead serious. “All of this is totally confidential, so be very careful not to say a word about it to anyone.”

The air in the living room seemed to grow heavy with a morbid excitement. It was happening again. We had front row seats to something that promised to be big, but this time we did the right thing and brought in Nathan, his team and the FBI before we plunged into hot water. At least, that was the way we felt at that moment. I’m a firm believer in the theory that you never know what lies ahead, and in this case we all felt it could be more than we bargained for. Women’s intuition, I guess.

Anyway, she said Nathan told her to keep up her pretense and interview the other ten suspects. He agreed with the Director’s opinion that Stephanie Kagel, the woman most recently hired, could be the mole.

With that settled, I suggested maybe we could put our heads together and figure out what I could do to retaliate for the attacks against me and my firm.

Suggestions were all over the board, but the one I liked the best was to just bring it into the open. I’d take a few hours tomorrow to go up to Reid/Cunningham’s office and confront Tyler Cunningham while Kim was doing her thing and Kate was meeting with the movie people. After careful consideration, I decided what happened with the adulterated posters was more likely his style than Jonathan Reid’s. Tyler was crude and Reid was more of a sophisticate. An attack by Reid would have been somewhat, if not completely, disguised. Besides, as far as I knew, the agency was Cunningham’s only business. Reid was far wealthier and had his fingers in many pies, so to speak. I figured a tawdry stunt like the posters would be beneath him.

So, the following morning, I selected a very professional-looking black pinstriped Donna Karan business suit, cream silk blouse, plain black pumps and understated gold jewelry. I was literally dressed for success. I didn’t even stop at my office, because I didn’t want any of my people to know I was in the building. In retrospect, that might not have been the wisest move. 

Just as I was entering the Reid/Cunningham reception area, Jonathan Reid pushed past me like he was late for an appointment or rushing somewhere. He barely gave me a nod, although he should have been shocked to see me there. From the scowl on his handsome face, it was clear something was definitely in the wind.

Suzanne, the same receptionist who had been with them since my days with the firm, manned the impressive reception station. She looked surprised to see me. Obviously, the bad blood between my firm and theirs was no secret.

I summoned my most engaging smile. “Hi, Suzie.” I had always called her Suzie, and saw no reason to change that. “Is Mr. Cunningham in and available?”

She tried to look unruffled, but the shock in her eyes betrayed her. “Um, he is here, Cami. Let me see if he will make time to see you. I know he’s been really busy this morning.”

“Thanks.”

“Uh, Cami. If he does see you, tread lightly. I know I shouldn’t say this, but after all, you and I were friends for several years. A little while ago it sounded like he and Jonathan had somewhat of a dust up. I don’t want you to walk into a firestorm unprepared.”

I gave her a genuine smile. “Appreciate the heads up. Any idea what it was about?”

Her tone lowered. “Sorry, I don’t. But there’s been some tension between them lately. Who knows? With the way things have been going, I’m afraid I may be looking for a job.”

Was that a hint? Maybe after confronting Tyler Cunningham I’d have a better grasp of what was going on.

She buzzed him and spoke into the receiver. “There is someone here to see you. It’s Cameron Harsen. Should I show her back?”

From the expression on her face whatever he said wasn’t pleasant, but then she relaxed and said, “Okay, I’ll tell her.”

“Like I said, Cami, he’s in a bear of a mood, but I guess curiosity got the better of him. He said he could see you for a few minutes. I don’t know. It was a little strange, though. After he stopped ranting and raving, it actually sounded like he was gloating in a way—like he was going to drop a bomb on you or something. I know you’ve been after the Forever Young account, and he did meet with Joshua Bearstern the other day. However, I have no idea whether they will be renewing with us. In my opinion you would probably do a better job for them. But, of course, I didn’t just say that.”

Hmm. Maybe I was right. It sounded like she was buttering me up a little—insinuating she would be delighted if I offered her a job with Harsen Advertising. Jonathan was a real bastard to work for. Maybe he thought she was getting “over the hill” as well. Suzie would be an asset to any firm, and in my case it even went beyond that. She had lots of inside knowledge, so if she reached out to me, I’d find some position for her in my firm, but I wouldn’t be the one to open the dialog. 

With that thought in mind, I walked down the hall to Cunningham’s office. It amazed me that some of the successful ad campaign posters decorating the corridor walls dated back to campaigns I designed.
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NOTHING IN CUNNINGHAM’S office had changed since my time with their firm. That is to say, except for what appeared to be fairly new carpeting, everything else was familiar. The impressive antique mahogany desk and credenza, tan leather-covered walls, guest chairs upholstered in matching leather highlighted with a nail head trim—no, nothing had changed. Then I noticed that he did have a new contemporary executive chair and a large flat screen computer monitor.

Time had not been kind to him. What was a fleshy face a few years back had turned to hanging jowls and a double chin. Instead of brown, his hair, now salt and pepper gray, had thinned and receded, exposing a wrinkled forehead and bald spot the size of a pancake. The cigar clenched between his thin lips looked like it had just been lit. Maybe that was for effect. His penetrating eyes were as cold as two slivers of flint.

He removed the cigar from his mouth and rested it on an ashtray. “So, Cameron, you have a lot of nerve coming here. But then, you always did have a lot of nerve. Scouting around to see what other clients you can try to attract to your pitiful firm?” His lips twisted into a sneer.

I decided not to rise to the bait. “No, Tyler, I decided to come here to see if maybe we can work things out like normal human beings. I assume it was someone in your camp who called my printer and had them changed to those ridiculous posters for Forever Young.”

He feigned surprise. “What? What posters for Forever Young? They are my clients you know. Why would I ever think you were doing anything for them?”

“Because people talk. I’m sure you know that they’re thinking of moving to Harsen Advertising. And, before you deny it, I happen to know that Joshua made no bones about the fact that your last campaign for them sucked. Like I said, people talk. So why don’t you back off and quit pulling stupid tricks. It’s beneath you. And as for Jonathan, that fiasco with the Coke was beyond ridiculous. Did you put him up to that, or did he think up that winner all by himself?”

Unfortunately, what I’d hoped would be a reasonable conversation turned nasty quickly. First a hint of red crept from his neck to his face, then his eyes flashed anger and the shouting began. I’m sure he could be heard by most of his employees when he got up and came around his desk, fists clenched at his sides.

“OUT! Get the Hell out of my office you Bitch.” He moved toward me in a menacing way, raising his right fist as he covered the distance. “Don’t you ever come back here or I’ll call security to haul you out of here, do you hear me? If you’re out to ruin us, that’s not going to happen. We have our ways.”

The rant continued as I backed toward the door. Maybe the Gods would be listening and he’d have a stroke or something. No, that was not like me. I’d never wish that on anyone, but he was such an easy guy to hate. I’d really hoped we could make our peace as my friends had suggested, but before that could happen I had to let him know I was aware of what he was doing. Well, so much for a diplomatic solution. He had literally declared war, so war it would be.

I headed down the corridor with him following and shaking his fist at me, and I must admit my voice had raised to a shouting level by then. “You have your ways? Well, here’s a news flash for you! I have my ways, too, and we’ll see who prevails.”

Suzie gave me a sympathetic look right before I slammed the entry door behind me. My heart wouldn’t stop pounding as a cold sweat slicked over me. I didn’t want to drive in that condition, so I stopped at the Century Cafe where I ordered hot chamomile tea for its soothing effect and a nice slice of Black Forest Cake for an equally soothing effect. I needed to settle down before picking up my car in the garage. In between sipping the tea and digging into the cake with gusto, I pulled out my cell phone to check my email messages.

Word travels so fast these days. The first message was from Maggie. Suzie probably called her as soon as I stormed out of their office.

I read, Hey Boss, from what I hear Mr. Cunningham is out for your blood. What actually happened and why didn’t you let us know you were in the building? Call me when you can. Another possibly interesting development.

The next message just one minute after Maggie’s was from Suzie. Talk about speed, I’d still been in the elevator when both messages came in.

Cami, so sorry about what happened. He is such a jerk. Let me know if there is anything I can do.

I couldn’t help it. Listening to those two made it so clear that the loathing I’d hung onto for so many years had escalated into a genuine battle for supremacy. Something I wasn’t sure I had the desire to pursue, but I couldn’t let him win.
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KATE’S REPORT ABOUT her meeting with the movie producers couldn’t have been more positive. Of course, there was still a lot to be worked out, but she asked if Milt could recommend an entertainment attorney. There was no way she would enter into an option without having the agreement checked and then rechecked by someone who knew the movie business inside out. A friend of hers in San Francisco had recently learned a costly lesson when buying a travel agency for his wife. The man was a doctor and had his own accountant evaluate all the financials. It was a total disaster.

While everything looked fine to an accountant who specialized in the medical field, there were so many questionable transactions on the books that an accountant with travel agency experience would have picked them up immediately. What looked like a very lucrative business on the surface turned out to be a business hanging on for dear life. Bookings for the past year were in the millions, that was true. But commissions weren’t what they used to be years before and many agencies were now charging a fee to plan elaborate trips. Not this one. 

What looked like large bookings to an average accountant, were actually ones that paid a pittance to the agency. Not only that, but some of them were from big clients who either were no longer clients, belonged to freelance travel agents and would follow their agent to another home in a heartbeat, or represented open billings that were way past due. When he finally had an auditor who knew the business look at the books, professional scrutiny uncovered why the business was barely covering bills, but by then it was too late. His investment disappeared into thin air.

“Of course I’ll have Milt recommend some attorneys and then you can choose the one you want to represent you. Anyone he turns you onto will be one of the best.”

“Thank goodness I know someone with connections,” she teased. “But then, it’s to your advantage for me to get a good deal. Like I said earlier, I will definitely cut you and Kim in for a percentage on whatever it comes to. The production company is interested in my whole story, though, not just our one caper. They’re fascinated with how that one experience allowed me to build such a successful business and become a well-respected Fraud Buster. In fact, that’s the working title they want to use for the project. Fraud Buster. One possibility is to do it as fiction and create a mystery based upon some of the dangerous situations I’ve gotten into and solved.” 

She stopped and ran a hand through her auburn hair, tossing it in a sexy way. “Hmm. Maybe I need to get myself a superhero outfit with a big FB on the chest.”

Kim joined in. “Well, don’t let it go to your head Fraud Buster Woman. There’s no ink on the paper yet, and even when there is, it has to go from option to actually being produced. Although if it makes it that far, it sure will be fun for people to see how three amateurs brought down some master embezzlers. Thanks for keeping us in the deal.”

As soon as we finished getting pumped up over a possible movie deal, I laid out what had gone down when I burst into Tyler Cunningham’s office that afternoon. The more I told them, the more expressions of anxiety colored their faces. They couldn’t hide feeling afraid for me. Deep down I had a nagging feeling that Cunningham had someone with access to my office ready to pull another stunt.
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AFTER KIM LEFT, WE brought a second cup of coffee and some cut up cantaloupe onto the patio. Except for Maxi and Minnie, all of the ducks had gone back into the canal and there was no more loud quacking. Maxi waddled over and rubbed against my pant leg, more friendly than I could ever remember. 

Kate said, “Look at that. I think he’s thanking you for saving Minnie. They sure are cute. You’re the only friend I know who has ducks for pets.”

“They aren’t pets. They just know I’m good for handouts.” 

With that, the pair waddled out. Maxi hovered nearby Minnie as she limped to the canal and carefully launched herself into the water. I could think of a number of humans who could take lessons from them.

Kate leaned back and put her feet up on the chair next to her. “You know, you’ve made a good life for yourself—a perfect blend. Fast-paced career, prestigious Century City business, successful boyfriend you really love, and to top it off, you come home to this paradise. I’m a little envious. It never really slows down in San Francisco. And, you don’t have to deal with those hills, either. That is unless you decide to drive over to the Valley and take a canyon instead of the freeway. But, those are a whole different kind of hills than San Francisco. Living right in town, I can’t avoid them.”

“Look,” I said. “Our homes may be as different as night and day, but your Painted Lady is incredible. It’s kind of hard for me to imagine living in a house that’s over a hundred years old, but the woodwork, the ceilings—I could just go on and on about things that developers could never afford to put in the average home now. I really do love your house, so all I can say is it makes the hills worth it.”

“You’re right, but there’s this goofy mental thing I have. When I’m at the top of a street like California, it isn’t unusual for me to feel like my car is cantilevered into space. It’s almost the same feeling I get when I step onto an escalator going down. Dates back to when I was a kid, but we won’t spend time on that now.”

“I can relate to the escalator thing. By the way, has your agent said anything about your meeting with Marathon Productions?”

“Not much. He said he thought the meeting went well, so now we hurry up and wait. From what I hear, the wheels in Hollywood turn slowly. In fact, I thought I might go home tomorrow, but then I had this sense I shouldn’t leave yet. I feel a deep responsibility to find out more about what Marjory was onto. Do you know if Nathan’s team followed through with placing extra surveillance cameras and mics at that bank?” 

I shrugged. “Not for sure, but what good would that really do? Remember Marjory said in her video most of the meetings or negotiations are held through the investment group’s attorneys, so no one seems to be able to give an accurate description of this mysterious Monnigan who appears to be the main guy. Even though he’s been a suspect so many times in crooked deals, nothing ever happens. He’s as elusive as the Scarlet Pimpernel. It was a fluke that Marjory happened to recognize the name from prior experience. Nathan told Kim there have been so many varying descriptions of him over the years, that it’s anyone’s guess what he really looks like, where he actually lives or if Monnigan or any of the other names he uses are actually his real name. Probably not. Marjory never saw him in person, either. The Feds can’t seem to pin a thing on him.”

We talked about the cagey Kenneth Monnigan a little more, and tried to figure out where he might fit into the current scenario. Kate was able to uncover a sketchy profile, but that was it. The Feds probably had more, but they certainly weren’t sharing. My God. She said he looked almost squeaky clean on paper and in databases. And, although Nathan confirmed he’s really a slippery character, at best, there were no arrests—not even a traffic ticket. 

I said, “Kate, Nathan told Kim he wants us to stay out of it. Maybe we should listen to him.”

Kate isn’t one to give up easily, and she kind of bristled at that suggestion. Her shoulders squared and her eyes took on that frigid look I knew so well. 

“So he sends his wife to delve into a dangerous situation involving money laundering schemes, but he wants us to butt out of what got an innocent woman killed. Not in my book! She trusted me and in my book,  I owe it to her. Not only that, but what if Nathan’s leaks and Marjory’s bank scam are tied together? It seems that money laundering is at the heart of both so it’s not that farfetched, you know. Sorry, but I’m keeping at it with or without you.”

Okay, deep down I knew she was probably right. After all, ever since we met we’d always had the Three Musketeers’ mentality of all for one and one for all. Besides, it was really hard for me to resist the challenge of a puzzle or a mystery. I wasn’t at all sure what we could do, though. Besides, I still had my own problems. The words I’d shouted at Jason Reid the day he dumped Coke all over me taunted me: “The best place for you and your sleazy partner is DEAD.” Why the Hell had I said that, and in front of so many people? I prayed that there was no foul play involved.

We passed the afternoon throwing out theories as we waited for Kim to return. What she had to say after checking out Stephanie Kagel could swing us one way or the other.

I have to be honest. Back when we first got into the FACR fraud busting caper, we made so many mistakes and had so many backfires it was amazing we weren’t caught. Actually we were sort of caught one time right toward the end. But, that’s another story. Although Kate was much more experienced in sniffing out crime now than we were then, that was no guarantee we wouldn’t find ourselves in a situation we couldn’t get out of. 

She kept plotting things we could do, but quite frankly my mind was wandering. Outside of my feud with my former bosses, life was good. I had a wonderful boyfriend, a good business and an amazing home. It was crazy for me to put that all at risk, but that was exactly where things were headed.
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KIM BLASTED IN LIKE a woman with a mission fulfilled. We couldn’t wait to hear what she had learned.

“Okay, I can see you’re bursting with information, but let me get you an iced tea first so you can relax a moment before you share what you found out.” 

Oh, that Kate. She is such a hostess even if it isn’t her own house. She always seems to know just the right thing to say. 

Kim gratefully sunk into one of the most comfortable chairs in my living room while Kate bustled off to get her a tall glass of iced tea. She returned with three glasses on a tray complete with a small slice of lemon and orange on a toothpick in each one.

Call me clueless when it comes to hostess niceties, but that’s how I am. I wouldn’t have thought of telling Kim to settle down with a nice cold drink, and even if I had, never would have thought of adding a garnish.

Anyway, once Kim did have a chance to settle down she said, “I have no doubt the Director was right—actually, more than right if that’s possible. Some of it is a gut feeling, but I’m quite sure his speculation about Stephanie Kagel is spot on. Based upon some of the things she said, I think there is a slim chance she might even know the elusive Mr. Monnigan. That would definitely establish a link. I wouldn’t be surprised if somehow he had a hand in her getting that assignment.”

She paused to allow that to sink in. Everything in the room was still, but for an occasional quack from the canal. 

“Stephanie is a very pretty blonde, and nobody’s fool, but it didn’t take me long to find out she is also very inexperienced when it comes to concealing information, so I played on that. For one thing, it only took a few innocent questions to confirm she had access to intel prior to each of the raids that were a bust. I’m sure it seemed like idle chit chat to her, but of course I pumped her for everything I could find out, and it was plenty.”

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “You mean she literally spilled the beans to a complete stranger? The woman has a top secret clearance. Why would she do something like that?”

Kim leaned back in her chair, a self-satisfied smile lifting the corners of her full lips. “I see you don’t know me as well as you think you do, Cami. Or maybe you’ve forgotten. Don’t you remember how much information I got out of you and Kate when you two barely knew me? Or from everyone involved in the FACR embezzlement scheme, for that matter?” She gave a little laugh. “Why, I’m like a guided missile when I’m aimed at someone. People never suspect what I’m up to.”

We looked at Kim like someone we didn’t know, or at least we never suspected that side of her. “You mean when I told you so many personal things right after we met, you were pumping me? I never—”

“Of course you didn’t, Kate. That’s why I’m really good at it. Don’t worry. You guys are my best friends. I’d never pull that on you now, but back then I had to know who I was dealing with. After all, we were getting into some really serious stuff.”

I chimed in. “Thumbs up on that one.”

Kim continued. “So you see, Kate, if you hadn’t told me, I’d never have guessed that you have a couple of kids in Arizona and an ex-househusband you support. I figured you more for a hard-hearted career woman who had hit a crack in the road. Knowing that about you told me that you’re honorable and have a soft spot for your kids and ex, even if your kids don’t live with you. You have a good heart, and that meant a lot to me.”

I shuddered. “I can only imagine what you dug up in my personality.” Then I locked eyes with Kate and she gave me a little nod. “Um, in case you hadn’t noticed, it sure feels like we’re getting off the subject of what you found out from Stephanie.”

Well, at this point I have to say Kim found out way more than we bargained for. As soon as the interview began, she said she could tell Stephanie cared less about what kind of workstation she would get, which Kim used as the standard opening ploy. It was clear she seemed much more interested in figuring out why Kim was really there. Her comments were as subtle as the clang of a bell. That raised a red flag and Kim switched her approach. None of the others had reacted like that. She couldn’t help wondering if there was something Stephanie was hiding, and that aroused her suspicion.

By now we were hanging on Kim’s every word, wondering how she got past that.

Kim said, “Simple. I said, ‘Look, I’m just doing my job like you are. I’m supposed to ask questions of everyone so we can figure out what to bid on. You know, I feel like you’re doing the same thing—walking through the paces, waiting for the check. Nothing says you have to like your job. Mine’s okay, but I don’t expect to be doing this forever—I’m hoping for a big break.’” 

She took that stance because none of the suspects she talked to knew she was the boss, the head of her department, nor did they know it was unusual for her to personally handle a prospective job. Normally, the rep would bring her in on a big job later, but definitely not at this early stage.

Kim continued. “It was pretty clear that lady wasn’t there because she was passionate about this new job. I easily saw it was about the money and got the feeling that the money in question was more than her salary. So, I figured it was time to wrap up the furniture interview part, gain her trust and get to the reason I was there. First I had to say I would put her down for no specific requests—just a standard workstation. Then I had to make her my friend and begin my probe.”

Maybe Kim was really onto something. Maybe she uncovered the leak, and that would certainly make Nathan and the Director happy. If they could identify and get rid of the person on the inside who alerted the money laundering operations about the raids, they would have a much better shot at closing them down.

“What next?”

“I opened with something like saying in the normal course of my job I’d been told she hadn’t been there long. Then I asked how she was fortunate enough to get transferred to a facility like this. I made it seem like a wonderful bit of luck, adding I didn’t even know this existed until I got the call that they were anticipating a move. In fact, I never realized that legal government wiretapping was going on secretly. I had to make it seem like she was in a better job than mine, so I added ‘It’s none of my business, but it looks like you have potential to move up the ladder. Wish I had something like that.’”

It did seem naive to all of us that someone with a clearance like hers would fall for that, but obviously Kim knew what she was doing.

“She seemed a million miles off, at first. Then she sort of clicked in with an edge to her voice and asked why I wanted to know. I said I was just curious. She seemed to accept this and lowered her voice. That was the first sign I’d be able to get to her. Oh, she was cautious about what she said, but it didn’t take long for caution to turn to bragging. She confided that she hadn’t made any friends at this new job, because people felt she had been promoted over some co-workers who deserved her job. All of a sudden, here I was—someone she could talk to.”

A fleeting thought entered my mind. Kim really was an expert at getting people to trust her and I couldn’t wait to hear what happened after that.

She said, “It even surprised me when Stephanie opened up and said a friend with lots of influence suggested he could get her in. As a condition, since he had to pull strings at the very top, she couldn’t let anyone know. She didn’t even know if the Director knew how she was assigned to that facility.” 

From what Kim could gather as the conversation went on, this friend was connected to some sort of entrepreneur or somebody with many strong connections in very high places, like Senators and the like. He even could have been a lobbyist. Stephanie was completely into bragging mode then, trying to impress Kim. She indicated she already had a top secret clearance from her prior job, and that would stay in place. Her friend told her the clearance was like money in the bank when it came to moving up the ladder, because she could go right into the job without further clearances. Of course, his connection wanted something in return, but Stephanie didn’t seem to be bothered by that. 

The way her face lighted up when she mentioned him, Kim said she got the feeling this friend was definitely male—someone Stephanie was attracted to. However when she’d referred to the something in return, Kim noticed a shadow of a frown cross her face.

By then it was nearly lunchtime and Kim suggested they grab a bite together. Stephanie looked happy and said it would be nice to share lunch with someone for a change. That’s when she opened up like I turned on a faucet or something.. 

“So you really think she is the one?”

“I certainly do and I believe there is more to it than that.”

Now Kate was fully into the ruse. “So will she be fired to close the leak?”

“Not yet. I’ve spoken with Nathan and the Director. We all agreed to give her enough rope to hang herself. I think jail will be in her future instead of simply getting fired. I can’t wait to see what else she’s hiding. Like, who is this mysterious connection?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

24



[image: image]


ALL THIS COVERT STUFF was almost enough to make my own problems take a backseat. Almost, but not quite. 

Kate and Kim had decided to stay on for a few more days. We were determined to launch our own investigation regardless of what Nathan said. Kim knew she would be taking the very risks Nathan had cautioned her against, but there we were again—together and picturing ourselves as super sleuths. There was no way I could ever let Milt even get a hint of what we were about to do. Sometimes he’s such a worrier, I knew without doubt he would freak out totally.

The first thing on our agenda involved Kim pulling Stephanie into a friendship. The woman was clearly starved for friends, so it wouldn’t be that hard. Kim called her at work and suggested meeting for a drink and dinner. Of course, she didn’t bother to mention that we would also be there. Between the three of us we hoped we could get her to drink enough to really loosen up.

Stephanie agreed to meet Kim at a cool bistro in the mid-Wilshire area. Assuming she would end the evening drunk, we didn’t want her to have to drive very far, and during lunch she had told Kim she lived near the LA County Art Museum. 

We took the freeway to Fairfax, then headed north to Wilshire. The stripped down shell of the iconic old May Company building on the Northeast corner dominated the intersection where we had to turn right onto Wilshire. Once called the grandest example of Streamline Moderne remaining in Los Angeles, it was in the process of being fully restored by the Museum of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and slated to open in a few years. I looked forward to the time when it would be the cornerstone of the growing museum district, complete with the signature cylindrical gold mosaic tile tower. At least one piece of our history would be preserved.

We arrived at Chez Bistro early and made sure to get a secluded booth. As for explaining why Kate and me were there, Kim thought it would be easiest and most believable to say we’re old friends she hadn’t seen in quite a while and was amazed to run into us. We had been seated no more than five minutes when a very attractive woman with long blonde hair and ingenue looks opened the door to the restaurant. I figured her to be about twenty-five or twenty-six.

“She’s here, ” Kim whispered. 

Stephanie Kagel stood about five-foot-ten in kitten-heeled sandals and couldn’t be more than a size six. I’m always good at guessing sizes, probably because I’m so conscious of my own weight. Not only that, but I was sure her jeans were a current Calvin Klein design, topped with a matching jeans jacket over an expensive camisole. Her shoulder bag bore the unmistakable Louis Vuitton design. No discount store clothes for her—I can spot designer clothing a mile away. I figured she either made a very good salary, had independent income or a sugar daddy. Taking in her looks, my bet was on the sugar daddy.

Kim got up as the woman approached our table, gave her a friendly hug and said, “So glad you were able to make it—thank you for coming. It’s a bitch to eat dinner by yourself when you’re traveling.” 

She pointed to us. “I’d like you to meet some old friends from when I lived in LA. Can you believe we wound up in the same restaurant tonight? Is that fate, or what? Anyway, I hope you don’t mind, but I invited them to join us.” 

Kim had never lived in LA, but who was checking facts?

Stephanie smiled, and it was a friendly smile. “Of course not.” She held out her hand. “I’m Stephanie Kagel, and you two are—”

Kate spoke first. “I’m Kate Madison, visiting here from San Francisco.”

I added, “I’m Cameron Harsen. Local.” I should have given a phony name like Kate, but I didn’t regret that until later.

Like Kim said, she is an expert at innocent-sounding probing conversation. We followed her lead over a good bottle of white wine, making sure that Stephanie’s glass was filled more often than ours. We hadn’t even looked at the menus by the time we ordered another bottle.

“You don’t know how nice it is to meet some people I can just be myself with. Kim, I’m sure you noticed. It seems like no one at work wants anything to do with me.”

Kim put on a very sincere face—open and friendly. My God, she was good. I would have trusted her with my deepest secrets. Correction. I have trusted her with my deepest secrets and when I looked at her again, had to wonder how much she played me without my ever picking up on it. I was so involved in my own thoughts, I’d missed part of what she was saying.

“—my job is pretty dull compared to yours. I just sell furniture made in Federal prisons. But, you. Every day you can see what’s going down with drugs and such. That has to be so exciting.” 

We ordered calamari appetizers while Kim poured a third glass of wine for Stephanie. I put my hand over my glass when she pointed the bottle in my direction, and Kate said, “Just a half glass or so.”

Kate responded to Kim’s cue. “What does Kim mean, that you see what’s happening with drugs. Are you an FBI agent or something?” She feigned being just a bit tipsy. “I mean, well, my friend here,” she pointed to Kim, “I know she works for the prison system but her job only involves furniture. What do you do? Undercover agent or something?”

“Oh nothing that glamorous. I just work with computer monitoring and stuff like that.” She took a long swallow of her wine. The glass was almost empty. “It’s really secret so I can’t talk about it, but let’s just say I know things most people don’t.”

That’s when I did my bit, pretending to be the ditzy blonde a lot of people mistakenly perceive me to be. Guided missile launched. “Ohhh,” I gushed. “I heard from this really cute fellow I know there’s a big, um, what’s it called when bad money is turned into good?”

Kim said, “Money laundering, Cami. It’s called money laundering.”

“Thanks Kimmie.” I lowered my voice to near whisper, but first let a little giggle escape. “Sounds like they take those hundred dollar bills to the Laundromat. Imagine all that money tumbling around in a washer and dryer. Do they ever talk about that where you work Stephanie? I mean, if you know all about drugs do you know how can—“ I allowed another giggle to escape. “—someone wash drug money?”

I have these big china blue eyes, and long ago found if I open them wide it makes me look even more clueless, so that’s what I did. I hoped I was actually sending a subliminal message to her. I’m really dumb and you can impress Kim and Kate by giving me a simple rundown. Show them how smart you are.

Imagine my surprise when instead of taking my bait she changed the subject. Maybe she was more on guard than I originally thought. “So, Kate, you’re here from San Francisco. What do you do there?”

Kate certainly wasn’t going to tell her she was the force behind FraudBusters. I’m sure she has all kind of fake names and prepared answers when she’s working a case, and she didn’t disappoint.

Looking very sincere, Kate answered, “Well, I used to be in sales, too. I haven’t even had a chance to share how things changed for me about a year ago. Now? I just make my man happy. Fate, you know. I really believe in it. When I met Kim, I worked as a rep in the private telecom business. About a year ago I made a proposal to this chain of forty-two Chuck’s Bucks Loan Stores to change out their provider. They’re in several states and it would have been a big sale with a big commission.”

Stephanie leaned forward with interest. Her voice slurred a bit when she said, “So you made a huge sale and don’t have to work anymore? That is so cool.”

The waiter stopped at our table and asked if we were ready to order. What bad timing, just when Kate was about to pounce. We hadn’t even looked at the menus and wanted to keep the conversation rolling. I wasn’t worried. We know how to deal with stuff like that.

I said, “I come here often. Is it okay if I order for us? You’re going to love this special of theirs.”

They nodded agreement and as quickly as possible, I said, “We’ll all have Enrique’s Special, but I’ll have mine without the onions. Are onions okay for all of you? Wish I could eat them, but if I do I pay the price.” 

He took the order, and we picked up where we left off.

“That’s not exactly what happened, Steph. Can I call you Steph?”

Stepping up the friendship. Good move. Now for the thing we hoped would open her up.

“No, actually I didn’t get the order. I got something better. When I met the owner he came onto me immediately. Oh, he’s married, but he’s so sexy I couldn’t resist. Anyway, he set me up in a condo, pays for everything and all he asks is that I be there when he wants me and that I do favors for him once in a while.”

Bull’s-eye! Recognition flashed in Stephanie’s eyes. Oh, yeah. Someone was definitely pulling her strings and buying her those designer clothes in exchange for what? Information on raids? 
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UNFORTUNATELY, SHE changed the subject right when I thought we were making headway. Was it my imagination, or did she give me a strange look before saying, “I know what Kate and Kim do for a living, so now it’s your turn, Cameron. Are you in sales, too?”

Why didn’t I just take the easy way out and say she was right? No. I had to get creative, inviting a whole stream of questions that took us away from the main discussion—the real reason we were there. Sometimes I hate that somewhere deep down I must have a frustrated actress gene in me.

Without taking so much as a quick breath, I said, “I don’t think I’d be very good at that. I’m a freelance musician, but I have a good reputation in the industry.”

What a totally dumb move! I know next to nothing about the musician-for-hire industry and less about instruments. I hoped it would end there. Where the hell did that come from, anyway?

If hopes were dollars, I’d really be rolling in dough. No such luck. For some reason, she was clearly evaluating me, and wanted to know more about my supposed career as a musician. I almost lost it when she asked what instrument I played and what kind of jobs I got. Was I a sessions musician on recordings, or what? As she went on and on, it sounded like she knew more about it than I ever would. All I could think was open mouth, insert foot, you fool!

I hesitated, searching for words. Then a miracle rained down on me and I remembered one of my neighbors on the Canal. As glib as you please, I said, “Oh, I play the violin—concerts, you know. I get calls to play with the LA Philharmonic and other orchestras. I’ve done movies, too.” Too much information. Bound to inspire another stream of questions.

Before Stephanie could keep her probe going, Kate took the lead and saved me. 

“Stephanie, you don’t want to get her going, or we’ll be sitting through the equivalent of a Music 101 lecture the rest of the night.”

She gave me a pointed look that silently said, “Shut up.”

Then she lowered her voice. A great technique to make it seem we were sharing secrets, but really intended to open Stephanie up even more so she would give us more information.

“Um, you mentioned that you have to do favors for this friend. I don’t know what your favors are, but mine are definitely X-rated. My guy is sooo sexy I don’t even look at it as doing him favors. It’s more like he’s doing me favors, if you know what I mean. Are we kindred souls, or what?” She flashed a wicked smile.

Stephanie consumed enough wine by then that she was really feeling good and apparently had dropped wanting to know more about me. Thank goodness! She sat back, her eyes slightly droopy but somewhat indignant at the same time. 

“Well, I don’t know about you Kate. You’re a big girl and it sounds like you enjoy your affair and what comes with it as much as he does. Mine is more of a business arrangement, I guess. We just talk about what I do at work and he tells his contact what I say.” She quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

“Oh no, look at me talking about stuff I shouldn’t. Forget I said that. Yours is a much more interesting arrangement. To tell the truth, I envy you a little. My friend is an older guy, but hot. I’m attracted to him, but he doesn’t seem to see me that way. Any suggestions?”

Kate picked up the thread giving her a quick visual once-over. “For one thing, you’re a beautiful woman. When you get together with this guy, do you ever wear—you know, provocative clothes? Have to show off your assets, you know. When he comes over, do you wear things like that cool camisole you’re wearing to show off your cleavage?”

Our pigeon reached up and fingered her neckline self-consciously, and I knew Kate had nailed it. With a bit of a slur in her words, she said, “Nooo, but I probably should.” 

She did have an impressive cleavage.

“Exactly. Now, your hair,” Kate continued. “Always wear it loose, and for heaven’s sake, those are great jeans, but consider going a size too small to really show off your booty. Better yet, invest in a short skirt or a flirty dress. Pretty soon he’ll be thinking more about you than what you did at work.”

And so the conversation went. By the time the evening was over our slightly drunken Stephanie treated us like we were trusted friends. More important, I was sure she was the leak, and by looking at Kate and Kim I could tell they agreed. Whatever information she talked about with her benefactor ultimately was fed to someone with very powerful connections. Nate would be delighted to learn this, even though he’d warned us about getting too involved.

The only thing that bothered me—well maybe annoyed is more the word—was that while she seemed to relate to Kate and Kim, she kept giving me strange looks. As she became higher and higher, she didn’t take measures to disguise them. What had I done to arouse her suspicion, if that’s what it was? I thought I’d covered pretty well with the musician story and although I might have slipped up a little, I figured she was too far gone to notice. Maybe I was kind of paranoid.

I made a pot of coffee when we got back to my house—something we could all use by then. We took our cups out onto the patio to enjoy what was left of the evening. What a night. We don’t have the same city glow in Venice as the main parts of Los Angeles, and the black night sky was studded with stars that twinkled like diamonds on black velvet. A few people walked along the canal, but no one I recognized. Possibly tourists. It was a beautiful night for walking, just cool enough with a little bit of salt in the air from the nearby ocean. However, we had more important things on our mind than taking a leisurely stroll.

I was a little taken back by the tone of Kate’s voice. “A freelance musician? What were you thinking? Your real name! Didn’t you get the signal when I gave a phony name? Oh well, hopefully it’s okay, but I didn’t like the way she switched the conversation to you.”

Thinking about it, she was right. It was a dumb move on my part. I’d have to be more careful as we progressed. Kim agreed to call Nate the next morning and tell him what we’d learned. She would also have a meeting with the Director away from the facility to maintain her cover, because she was supposed to be done with the interviews.

I told myself it did feel good to have something to take my mind off of what could be going on at my office.

Did I say take my mind off of it? Who was I kidding? Nothing was going to distract me enough not to be damned worried. I’d worked hard to build what I have, and now although I put up a tough front, inside I was concerned about what kind of retribution those jerks might be plotting.

Just before nine, Kate said she had to shoot off some emails, Kim was feeling the wine, and me, well I was just plain freaking out inside about my own problems.
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I SWEAR I WAS GOING to try to get some sleep when I went upstairs, but the next thing I knew I pulled on some jeans and a tee-shirt and drove to Century City alone like I was on automatic pilot. I did consider asking Kate and Kim to come with me, but decided not to. A half hour later I parked in our underground parking lot. Our building is secure and there is always a guard on duty in the lobby twenty-four hours a day. That night it was a middle-aged fellow named Gary.

He greeted me with a smile. “Hey, Miss Harsen. How ya doin’ tonight? Kinda late for you to be working, isn’t it?”

I smiled back as I signed in—even if we are tenants, people entering after-hours are required to sign in. However, if we work late we don’t have to sign out, because of course, we weren’t signed in to begin with.

“Wouldn’t you know it. I forgot something important when I left today. Won’t be too long. See ya in a bit.”

Some of the elevators are closed off at that hour, so I had to wait a little longer than normal. Then the Up arrow on one turned green and I entered the car. On one hand I hoped no one would be there for me to confront, but I couldn’t shake the bad vibes I felt. On the other hand, a hundred thoughts ran through my mind. If I did catch someone, what would I do? What if it was just some innocent cleaning staff? In that case, I’d probably make a lame excuse for being there, possibly shuffle a few papers to make it look like I really did forget something, and then, as the saying goes, “Get the Hell out of Dodge.”

I didn’t even want to consider the danger if someone actually was in there and up to no good. Logically, the possibility definitely existed that it would come to nothing and no one. But the premonition I had said the opposite. It was a strange heaviness that left me feeling something bad was about to happen.

As the elevator ascended to my floor I wished I had asked Kate and Kim to come, but the decision was such a spur of the minute impulse I didn’t want to worry them. I don’t know what it is with these spurts of intuition, but sure enough when I got to my office I decided to try the door before taking out my key. After all, they always do that in the movies. It was unlocked.

I pushed the door open and slowly stepped into the reception area. I was so scared, I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath until I heard the hum of a vacuum cleaner in one of the back offices. 

I can’t tell you how relieved I was to see our regular cleaner Ramon Garcia and his helper Marisol hard at work. 

We had seen each other several times when I was working late, so I knew he was okay. “Buenos noches, Señora Harsen,” Ramon said with a wide grin, flicking off the vacuum. 

“Hello, Ramon. I just forgot something in my office and thought I’d pick it up since I was in the area.”

He looked puzzled. “Was it not you in here earlier? When Marisol and I came, the door she was not locked. At first we thought we hear someone else inside, but there was no one. I was surprised to see so many papers spread on the floor around your desk, because you are always so neat. So, I pick them up and put in a pile on the desk. I hope that is not a problem.”

“It wasn’t me, Ramon. Are you sure it was unlocked? And, did I hear you right? There were papers all over the floor?”

“Si. No necessito mis llaves—um, not necessary to use my keys. I am sorry if I disturb your papers.”

“No, it’s no problem. Has this ever happened before?”

He thought for a moment. “One time only, Señora. Last week. I thought maybe you work late and step out for a break when the door is unlocked.”

I thanked him and went into my own office where I sunk into my chair and placed my head in my hands with my eyes closed. My heart still raced like an engine being revved. I hadn’t been wrong. Someone had access to my office and obviously they were looking for something. I assumed whatever it was, they hadn’t found it, since this wasn’t the first time. I definitely had to alert security. A thousand questions tumbled through my mind. Had one of my employees shared their key and the security code with someone? Maybe one of the security officers was paid off to let someone into the office. What the Hell was going on, anyway? Was the door left unlocked because Ramon surprised them?

I shuffled through the stack of papers Ramon placed on my desk. They were all from a file of prospective clients I keep in a drawer in my desk. The drawer was not completely closed. I made a mental note to call Maggie in the morning and ask her to have locks installed on all of my file drawers. She was so efficient, I could trust it would be done. As far as I could tell, nothing was missing. However, one thing I was pretty sure of was that some way, somehow, Reid and Cunningham were involved in these office invasions.

Kate and Kim were fast asleep when I got home. A slight breeze had kicked up and branches from the tree on my patio scraped against the glass making an eerie sound. I hadn’t felt so jumpy since the FACR days. Maybe it was my active imagination, but visions of someone invading the house plagued me. I double checked all of the doors and windows before turning in. 

I have to admit, I didn’t get much sleep that night. Every time I dropped off, another bizarre scenario invaded my dreams. In one I was running full speed toward the edge of a cliff, chased by the Road Runner of all things. Everyone knows that character always winds up smashed some way or other in the cartoons. In another, Tyler Cunningham was made up to look like the Joker in Batman. He laughed hysterically as he tore my office apart, dumped all of my files, then advanced toward me with fists raised.
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IAWOKE WITH A START, threw off my covers and sat bolt upright in bed drenched in a cold sweat. This was getting to be a habit and it was one I didn’t like one bit. A quick glance at the clock on my nightstand told me it was only seven o’clock. I must have looked like a disaster with huge dark circles under my eyes from my lack of sleep. I needed a nice steaming cup of strong, black coffee. To my surprise Kate was already bustling around the kitchen, and at that moment I envied her. She had no right to look so gorgeous and put-together at this early hour. But she did.

“Wow, Cami. Rough night?”

I plunked into a chair and laid my head down on the table.

Kate poured me a very welcome cup of coffee. I wrapped my hands around the warm cup, and lifted it to inhale the aroma. She placed her hand on my shoulder.

“Hey, is it that bad? Come on. Did something happen? Tell me what’s going on. I was so tired last night, I don’t remember anything after putting on my PJs and lying down to read a book. The next thing I knew the sun was streaming through the window and the book had fallen on my face. I can’t believe I slept like that all night without moving.”

I tried to sort out my thoughts. Where to start?

I took a deep breath and said, “I don’t know. I just had this premonition something bad was about to happen at my office, so I drove there after you guys were in bed. I found my office door unlocked. It took everything in me to go in, and what did I find? The cleaning people.”

She looked me straight in the eye. “You’re letting this paranoia take over. See, you could have saved yourself a trip. When Kim comes down, let’s have a brainstorm session and—“

“Wait,” I interrupted. “That isn’t all. I wasn’t wrong or paranoid. Someone was in my office and must have been surprised by the cleaning crew. Ramon, he’s the lead guy, told me there were papers strewn all over my floor. I checked and they were from a file I keep on prospective clients. Not only that, but he said this isn’t the first time this happened. I guess he thought I was messy.”

A nervous giggle escaped. “They’re out for me, Kate. I know they are. It might even be Reid more than Cunningham. As I recall, that man hates to lose and will go to lengths to get even. I’m really worried because I just don’t know what the next move will be. I’m having locks put on all my file drawers, but that won’t stop them from getting in. Even if I have the door locks changed and pick a new security code, without knowing who has been giving out information and a maybe even copy of my key it won’t stop. I hate the thought that someone who works for me is doing this, but I figure it has to either be one of my people or someone in building security. And, if that’s the case, even converting to a numerical keypad for entry won’t stop it.”

My friend tapped her index finger on her chin—a thing she does sometimes when she’s thinking. “Are you sure it isn’t the cleaning crew?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Pretty sure. Ramon really seemed concerned and I don’t think he would be involved, but I’d bet money that someone is being paid for the information. Paid by Reid or Cunningham. Most likely Cunningham.”
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WE SAT THERE FOR AN hour or so, the two of us, talking about possibilities of where I could turn for help. Kate had just poured me another cup of coffee when Kim came down.

“Hey, guys, why so serious? It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day. I spoke to Nate, and as we suspected he was a mixture of upset that we went against what he said, but happy with what we found out about Stephanie Kagel. I wonder if she had a hangover this morning. Can’t wait to tell Director Kincaid he was right about her being the mole. Of course, they’ll have to do more checking, but I’m sure they’ll find she’s getting paid for information.”

Kim took a cup from the cabinet and poured herself some coffee. “So, what’s the scoop? Why the long faces?”

It was as though Kate and I were both waiting for the other one to speak. Finally I blurted out, “I went back to my office last night. Someone is definitely getting in after hours and going through things.” I proceeded to fill her in on the details.

Meanwhile, Kate, ever the hostess even when it wasn’t her home, had taken a carton of eggs out of the fridge along with some mushrooms, onions. peppers and cheese. “Let’s not talk about this on an empty stomach. I’ll make one of my killer omelets.”

I cannot tell you how grateful I was that my friends were with me. If I was alone, I’d probably be freaking out by now. “Since you’re the chef this morning,” I said, “there are some bagels in the freezer. You just have to nuke them for twenty seconds to defrost them, and then you can use the toaster oven.”

Kim reached across the table and took my hand. “Look, we’re here. We’ll figure something out. After all, we always do. I have an hour or so before I have to leave to meet the Director. Let’s finish breakfast and go into the living room and watch the news. You know, take your mind off your own problems while you hear what a mess the world is in.”

I’ve got to hand it to Kim. She knows how to create a diversion. Besides, I do like to know what’s happening locally as well as worldwide.”

With the dishes in the sink and full bellies, we settled down to watch the Morning News with Skyler North. I really did need to get my mind off what was going on—at least for a short while.

All of a sudden there was a loud racket on the patio. Of course. Maxi and Minnie hadn’t gotten their morning bread crumbs and they were letting me know about it. You had to laugh at them, the demanding little quackers.

Kate said, “Okay, go take care of your children. I’ll press the pause button so we don’t miss anything.”

When I opened the door, I saw what the racket was all about. Sure they wanted to be fed, but somehow Minnie had gotten her poor lame foot twisted up in the hose I keep for watering my plants and she couldn’t get free. Maxi was frantic, pecking at the hose while Minnie struggled to escape. Other ducks had joined them and were all bustling around trying to help Minnie. Poor babies.

It only took a moment to get Minnie’s leg free and check to make sure she wasn’t hurt. I opened the bread crumb container and threw out generous helpings so all of the ducks would get something, then went back into the house.

“Wow. It wasn’t that they were just hungry. There must have been fifteen ducks out there and Minnie was tangled up in my garden hose. Everything is fine now, so let’s see what disasters await on the news.”

Kate pressed the Play button.

After a rundown of problems in Afghanistan, threats from North Korea, and a stalemate on bills in the Senate, Skyler North assumed a pained expression which was unusual for her. Normally, even with bad news, her fake smile still flavored what she said. However, today her voice was somber. 

“I am personally sad to report that today the advertising world lost one of its icons—Tyler Cunningham, a partner in the well-known Century City firm of Reid/Cunningham Advertising.”

A shout escaped my lips. “Hit the pause, Kate. What? Tyler Cunningham? Did I hear correctly?”

Kate’s voice was calm. “She said lost. Maybe he announced that he’s retiring, which would most likely solve your problems.”

“No,” I said. “It didn’t sound like that. Let’s listen.”

She pressed Play and the newscast resumed. “Tyler Cunningham’s body was discovered at his desk this morning by his secretary.” 

She lifted a manicured hand to her face and appeared to wipe a tear from her eye, but I wasn’t sure if that was real or staged. You know those TV people.

After a barely noticeable gulp, she said, “Cunningham was murdered, my friends, and I pray justice is swift and they find the person responsible for his death. He might not have been the most charming guy around, but he took me under his wing when I first began as a production assistant at this station, and taught me so much.”

Her co-anchor, a thirtyish fellow with hair so styled it look like it wouldn’t even move in a windstorm said, “Just awful. Are there any more details at this time?”

She made that wipe-away-the-tears hand gesture again, and this time I was sure it was for the benefit of the cameras. “When the night security guard made his rounds, he stated he saw him working late, and even made a little joke about burning the candle at both ends. He says Cunningham seemed to be okay, but does not remember him leaving the building. People who work late in that building are not required to sign out and often leave without his seeing them.”

She began to say something else, then looked as if she’d been kicked under their news desk. Whatever the thought, it was lost in a generic babble about increased crime rates.

I looked over at my friends. “Does it seem she was about to say something more, then stopped for some reason? Like whether the police have a suspect already? Or how he was killed?”

In the background, the good hair guy said in his announcer voice, “More details as they unfold. Tyler Cunningham, dead at the age of sixty-eight.” That was followed by a commercial for a prescription drug that could only cause you rapid heartbeat, kidney problems, migraine headaches, and other awful side effects including death, but you would have skin as smooth and winkle-free as a baby’s butt.

Kate clicked off the broadcast. “I know this sounds hard-hearted and cold, and I hate to say it, but maybe this is the end of your troubles. Do you think Reid will continue assaults on you?”

My thoughts were all over the place. There were many people who couldn’t stand the man, and then there were those like Skyler North who had good things to say about him. Sure, he was a person I really do hate. But even with that hatred, would it cause me to want him dead? Maybe in fantasy but reality is another thing. In the end it was just business, after all—even if it caused me lots of heartache and desire for revenge over the years. Deep down I was sorry he apparently died a violent death. 

I answered Kate slowly. “I guess I can only hope that’s the case—I mean the end of my troubles, but I sure hate learning that he had to die for that to be a possibility. It may sound nuts because of the way I feel about him, but I am sorry he was murdered. I hope he didn’t suffer much. I would have felt better if he died of plain meanness.”

Kim got up and said, “To be continued. Sorry guys. Secret agent Kimberly on the job. Gotta go. I’ve got to fill the Director in on my findings, and then I guess I’m off the case.” She picked up her handbag and briefcase, then headed for the door.
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KATE WANTED TO SEE a few of her clients while she was in the LA area, and left shortly after Kim. I sat there alone, haunted by my thoughts. 

Beginning with learning about Kim’s attempt to uncover someone suspected of informing a money laundering ring about upcoming raids and Marjory’s hit-and-run murder, what a crazy sequence of days it had been. What was Nathan thinking when he appointed his wife, one of my best friends, to a possibly dangerous undercover task force. But, he did and now we were knee-deep in what I could only call intrigue. As if that wasn’t enough, add the fact that my office had apparently been broken into, then top it off with hearing about Tyler Cunningham’s murder in a news broadcast. Too many coincidental connections. I had to wonder if the information Marjory found, her death and Kim’s investigation might somehow be connected. It did sound far-fetched, but what were the odds of all these things happening pretty much at the same time? Were my two friends each involved in a piece of the same puzzle?

I felt as though it was the middle of a TV mystery series starring us. To tell the truth, I didn’t like that feeling one bit. What next? I just wanted things to go back to normal. 

It didn’t take long for the next piece of the puzzle to present itself. Maggie called, and before I could tell her about the apparent break-in the night before and ask her to arrange for the locks, she said, “Have you heard about Cunningham? It was on the news when I was driving into work. Guess we don’t have to worry about him anymore. That bastard. I hope he likes hot places.”

I told her I did know about it and chuckled at her “hot places” comment.

Before I could tell her about evidence that confirmed someone had been in the office, she said, “By the way, were you here last night? A homicide detective, um, let’s see—I’ve got his name here—oh, yeah, an Alvin McCrary called, said he wanted to set up a time to talk to you. He mentioned that your name was on the after-hours log and left a number for you to call.”

My heart literally slammed against my ribs. Why would a  homicide detective want to talk to me? I didn’t like it one bit that he mentioned my name being on the night log. I doubted it had anything to do with Marjory’s case, so as I saw it the only thing it could relate to was the one I really feared—Cunningham. I had shouted that the best place for them was DEAD, and that’s exactly the state Tyler Cunningham was in now—ready to push up the daisies. Did the cops suspect I might be the someone who gave him the golden ticket to the Pearly Gates, or wherever he was headed?

I took a few deep breaths before saying, “Um, yes, I was there last night. Had to pick something up I needed.” I decided against mentioning the break-in right then. “Okay, give me his number and I’ll call him to see what it’s about.” 

Well, I wasn’t about to call him right then. I wanted to talk it over with my friends, because if there was one thing I definitely didn’t want to do it was to react without thinking it through. The feeling niggled at me—the best case scenario was maybe I would be regarded as a person of interest because I was in the building. Unfortunately, the worst case—a possible suspect. Let’s face it. I’d done everything wrong. Wrong words shouted in the Century Cafe, wrong fight in Tyler’s office and worst of all, absolutely wrong time to have been in the building after hours. I did what any person under stress would do. I went to the fridge, took out what was left of the chocolate cherry cheesecake and gulped it down like a person eating their last dinner. It didn’t relieve my anxiety.

I flicked on the TV and tuned to a replay of Colombo. Bad choice! About fifteen minutes into the episode, he began to investigate a murder in his typical Columbo way. I kept trying to picture what Detective McCrary would ask me. Would he be sneaky like Columbo, pretending to be a bumbling detective who was, in fact,  as sly as a fox? Would he be hard-hitting, and accuse me of murder, that is, assuming they determined I had a good motive and the opportunity? Or, would he make it seem like they only wanted some background information while he was secretly maneuvering me into a trap? I watch enough mystery shows on TV to know their moves.

I wanted to call Milt, but he would only agonize and insist upon dropping everything so he could come over to be my support. I wasn’t up for that. Instead I tried to concentrate on Columbo’s techniques while my stomach jumped around like a gymnast on a trampoline. Thank goodness right about the time I was ready to scream out loud, Kim returned.

She plopped down in one of the chairs, kicked off her shoes, and sighed. “You won’t believe what I found out from the Director.  I guess my wonderful husband authorized him to share more information since I did a good job of identifying Stephanie, so I’m not off of it yet. This whole money laundering operation is unbelievable. When he outlined what he wants me to do, I told him if I was to do anything more to help them, they would have to clear you and Kate to work with me. I said I’m sure not going out on a limb myself.”

She got up and literally bounced around the room. “Hey, Cami. We’ll be back in the groove like Nancy Drews or Charlie’s Angels. Since Nathan knows both of you so well he vouched for both of you and your “undercover” skills.”

That got my attention. “Um, undercover skills? You mean like almost getting killed because we didn’t listen to the FBI when they told us to back off last time?”

She smiled. “Okay, that, but look—in the end we brought those embezzlers down and had them all trussed up for the FBI agents when they finally got there, didn’t we? Hey, we’re the triple threat. Don’t mess with us. Anyway, the Director called Nathan back and said he’d look into pulling some strings to get a temporary clearance for this case only. Are you up for it?”

Thank you God. Something to distract my agonizing about whatever Detective McCrary would throw at me. Besides, I’d look much more credible if the U.S. government trusted me. The gymnasts in my stomach took their jumping down to stepping lightly. “Count me in. What next?”

As soon as I hear from him, I’ll be authorized to clue you and Kate in on what’s involved. I know she’ll love it—it’s the mother of all frauds. All I can say at the moment is it involves us taking a little shopping trip to the Fashion District.”
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THAT SOUNDED LIKE FUN. I couldn’t resist asking, “Are we shopping on the government’s dime?” Kim gave me a funny look without answering my quip. 

“Um, Cami, is something bothering you?” She pointed to the dish on the coffee table where a few crumbs of the cheesecake remained. “Did you eat the whole thing?”

Feeling a little sheepish, I answered. “Guilty as charged.” Oh Hell. Guilty? My heart resumed gymnastics while I pictured a stern-faced jury foreman looking directly at me as he said, “Guilty of murder in the first degree.” I tried to clear my head. .

“Look, I think I’ve got a problem. I never should have gone to my office last night, but don’t we all wish we had 20/20 hindsight?”

She sat down next to me on the sofa and put her arm around my shoulders. 

“You’re shaking. What’s going on?”

That’s when the tears managed to escape, totally tracking mascara down my cheeks. “An LAPD homicide detective wants to talk to me. He called the office and I have to call him back. I’m so afraid it has something to do with Cunningham. You know me. I didn’t do anything to hasten his demise. Sure, I hated that jerk, but I’m not a killer, and I get the feeling I might be on their radar. What am I going to do??”

Kim has always been very level-headed, and she didn’t disappoint. “First, before you call him back, we are going to look at this logically. Do you want to wait until Kate comes back, or should we talk about it now?”

I managed to squeak out, “Ka-Kate...back...”

“Then let me fix you a cup of tea.” She glanced at her watch. “According to what she said, she should be back in about half-an-hour. I noticed chamomile tea in your cabinet along with what looks like thirty other kinds, and chamomile is supposed to be very soothing.”

While she went into the kitchen to make the tea, I retreated to the powder room to dab at the black streaks on my cheeks. One look in the mirror, and I had to laugh. I looked like a member of Kiss without the funky hair and platform boots. By the time we were both back in the living room, at least I felt slightly normal and my full panic mode wasn’t quite so full. 

I sipped at the hot tea and tried to relax—not an easy task. 

Bless Kim, she tried to take my mind off pending disaster, or at least that’s what I pictured. Sure, Ramon saw me, but who’s to say I didn’t go down one floor to confront my old boss before or after going to my office? And, for that matter, who was rummaging around in my things, apparently more than once?

“So,” she said, interrupting the kaleidoscope of images featuring me as the target of a murder investigation, “I know I’ll have to repeat this when Kate comes back, but this is like something novels are made of. Let me tell you why we’re going on this little shopping trip in the Fashion District. Who would have thought it was anything like this?”

To understand what she was about to reveal, you need to know about the Los Angeles Fashion District. I have a few clients in the business, so I can shop there under their umbrella and resale number and, trust me, I’ve found some wonderful samples totally at wholesale. For example, my gorgeous briefcase sells for anywhere from $750 to as much as $1500, depending upon where it’s purchased. I only paid $375 for it. So, I know a little about the “ropes” of the garment business and markups.

As far as I know, about eighty percent of the LA Fashion District is made up of businesses related to the wholesale garment trade. They all gather there—buyers, retailers, wholesalers and designers. That creates an exciting synergy that’s like the heart of Los Angeles fashion. The world looks to LA and the LA Fashion District for cutting edge styles. Simply put, LA is a very important influence on the way the world dresses.

Over two-thousand independent wholesalers and various apparel marts throughout the hundred-block district get into the act five times a year at market weeks. Buyers come from all over the world.

So, the question I had to ask myself was what could this fashion community possibly have to do with drug and gun money laundering?

For whatever reason the Feds had cooked up, it would still be fun to hit the shops and showrooms. 

Kim said, “I know you’re pretty familiar with the Mart and have some favorite manufacturers who sell you wholesale samples. Lucky you, size six. See, you do have something to be grateful for. Since I’ve been married to Nate, I went from an eight to a ten, but I keep vowing to do more exercise and watch my food. It’s really hard with all of the important dinners we go to. Anyway, we’ll be going to a few of the locations that aren’t in the Mart, pretending to shop for clients who are suppliers to several clothing store chains in Mexico. I have a list of the places they want us to visit, but of course there’s a lot more to it than just shopping.”

“And, we are doing this because—“

Kim’s face took on the look of the hunt. Raised eyebrows, sparkling eyes and a slightly wry smile. I couldn’t wait to hear her answer. “Because—“ 

Just then my cell phone buzzed. The screen presented an unfamiliar number, but something told me to answer it. 

“Cameron Harsen speaking.”

A slightly gruff male voice said, “My name is Detective Alvin McCrary, with LAPD Homicide. I left a message at your office, but when you didn’t return the call, I called again and spoke to your receptionist who gave me this number.”

I hoped my voice didn’t shake when I said, “What can I do for you, Detective McCrary?”

“I need to talk to you about Tyler Cunningham. Your name was on the after-hours log at your office building.”

Do you know how hard it is to make yourself sound clueless and relaxed when your heart and brain are dancing hip-hop? Breathe, breathe. “Yes, I was there last night. I heard about the murder. That’s scary and awful, but why do you need to talk to me?”

Did I hear a snicker on the other end? Was I sounding defensive? I hoped not.

“Miss Harsen, we will discuss that when we meet. I can come to your house or you can come down to the station. Either one is okay with me.”

I gulped a few times, thinking buy time! I said. “My house.” That way I could make sure Kim and Kate sat in on it. “I, um, have an appointment, but I’ll be back here at five-thirty. Do you have the address?”

He didn’t, so I gave it to him along with directions.

Discussion of what Kim had learned would have to wait. Right now, we had to go over whatever I was going to say and anything I had to keep quiet about.

I’d just finished telling Kim that McCrary was coming to the house when Kate opened the door with the key I gave her.

“What’s with the long faces?” She glanced at the last of the cheesecake crumbs and gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Whoa. This looks serious. The two of you finished half a cheesecake?”

Kim shook her head and pointed to me. “Nope. Cami finished it all by herself.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

31



[image: image]


KATE FIXED ME WITH one of her intense emerald stares. “Half a cheesecake? By yourself? That’s not good—what’s going on?”

I have to admit by that time I was pretty much of a basket case, so without sticking to how I’d planned to tell her about the day’s events, I blurted out, “I think they’re looking at me as a suspect in Cunningham’s murder!”

“No way. Why you practically take insects out so you don’t have to kill them. You would never—“

“Of course, I wouldn’t. But a homicide detective named  McCrary is coming over about five-thirty to interview me. What does that sound like? Frankly, I’m really nervous about where it could go.”

You know how sometimes even silence sounds loud? Well, that’s what the room was like for a few moments while Kate digested what I’d said. Kim didn’t say a word either. It was as though   everyone was waiting for the others to say something. I had turned on the ceiling fan in my living room earlier. Now, the only thing breaking that awful silence was the gentle whoosh of the blades.

Finally Kim, the voice of reason, said, “I need to tell both of you what I learned about the money laundering investigation today, but”—she glanced at her watch—“considering the homicide detective will be here shortly, let’s deal with Cami’s problem instead. First of all, we’re really not sure they think Cami is a suspect, so we shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Let’s think this through. Here are the negatives. You had the confrontation with Jonathan Reid in the coffee shop and shouted what could be construed as a death threat in front of witnesses.”

I had to clarify. “It was more a figure of speech saying the best place for them would be dead. I didn’t—“

Kate interrupted. “Of course you didn’t mean it literally, or at least I can’t imagine that you did, but unfortunately most of those witnesses don’t know you. So, if any of them are questioned in the event you become a suspect, they will say what they heard.”

It was hard being forced to review what the past few weeks had been like. I tried to step outside the picture and view my actions as someone who didn’t know me. I didn’t like what I saw. 

Kim continued. “There was the time Cunningham forced his way into your office and destroyed part of your Forever Young presentation. Then the argument at his office and other signs of the hostility between you two, so those are the most damning things. We need to come up with reasonable explanations for each of them. Cami, is that something we can do?”

To tell the truth, I really wasn’t sure. How could I expect a homicide detective with a gruff voice to understand the hurt and humiliation I’d felt when I’d been fired by voicemail with no notice some years before? I put everything I had into building their business for years, and that was how they thanked me. How could he understand my determination to make them pay after I opened my own agency? Would the very explanations make him doubt my innocence in the whole matter? It was a real mess.

Kate was used to setting the stage for things. We agreed that my best option would be to tell the truth. But she also felt I shouldn’t look too slick. In other words, play down the savvy businesswoman if I could, and that began with my appearance. She was good at issuing instructions and managing things.

“Go up and wash your face. Tone down the makeup, wear something like simple jeans and a white shirt. We want to make you look as non-threatening as possible.”

She was right. My makeup was always perfect and glamorous, and that day I wore one of my favorite outfits—AG designer cropped cheetah-print pants, stilettos and a sexy knit top. When I came back down I looked fresh-faced and had traded the animal print pants for some faded Levis and one of Milt’s white shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Instead of the stilettos I wore flats. I’d brushed my hair so it looked a little messed up. I definitely looked very innocent. Blondes can do that, I’ve discovered.

Kim said, “Perfect. Even though I have time to fill both of you in on my day, I suggest we just chill. Cami, I want your mind as clear  as possible when he gets here. There’s plenty of time for me to tell you about my day after he leaves.”

I tried to be lighthearted. “Preferably he does not leave with me in handcuffs.”

Thank goodness for the two of them. Kate simply said, “Not funny. You are not going to be arrested. You have to go into this with a positive mind.” 

Of course she was right. Attitude means everything, so I did my best to relax while I waited for the Columbo-clone to arrive.

He appeared at my door promptly at five-thirty. I find it very interesting that we draw images of what we imagine a person will be like from things like a name or a voice on the phone. Detective McCrary was as different from Columbo as Woody Allen is from Brad Pitt. The man at my door stood about six-foot-two, give or take an inch or so. I could see that he was well-built beneath his dark gray suit and want to add it was nothing like the rumpled suit and decrepit trench coat I’d expected. No, this was a very attractive man who appeared to be around late thirties or early forties, hazel eyes, slightly long brown hair with sun streaks. He wore an engaging smile. 

“Miss Harsen? I’m Detective McCrary. May I come in?”

That gruff voice was still there and definitely did not match the man. He cleared his throat. “Sorry, I’m just getting over laryngitis. Could I bother you for a glass of water?”

I know it sounds dumb, but at that very moment I felt tongue-tied. Where was the person I’d prepared myself for?

“Of course. Come in. Have a seat.” I indicated one of the comfortable chairs. Before sitting, he pulled out his official wallet and shield. 

“Thanks. By the way, you should ask to see credentials. You know, just to be sure the person is who they say they are.”

Kate gave him an appraising look, and I saw a little more interest than sizing up a detective. She said, “Stay put, Cami. I’ll get Detective McCrary a glass of water. Lemon, Detective?”

He thanked her but said plain water would be fine and settled into the chair.

“Let me tell you why I’m here, Miss Harsen. As I’m sure you know by now, your former boss Mr. Cunningham was found murdered this morning. I would like to ask you about some confrontations between you, Mr. Cunningham and his partner Mr. Reid. As I mentioned on the phone, you originally came to our attention because your name was on the after-hours log and we are questioning everyone on last night’s log. What I didn’t say was Mr. Cunningham’s associate, Mr. Reid, emphatically insisted we talk to you. He alluded to a feud between you and his partner and his suspicions about you.”

There it was—what I’d been afraid of. Reid had pointed the finger at me.
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WHEN I GLANCED OVER at Kim her expression told me she wasn’t about to let this guy play cat and mouse with me. 

She said, “Detective McCrary, out of all the people who might have been in the building last night, I’d like to know what made you think it was urgent enough to come here this evening to question my friend Cameron. Couldn’t this have waited until tomorrow? If you have information that set your senses tingling, I’m not going to stand by and let you play games with her, so let’s have it.”

Kim made it clear to him she had my back.

McCrary’s tone turned harsh with a sharp edge intended to intimidate. “Well, Ma’am, what makes you think you can dictate what I do or make demands?”

Kim reached over to her purse and withdrew a small case. She made a big show of extracting one of her business cards. “Let me introduce myself, Detective McCrary. As you can see, I’m a Director with the Federal Bureau of Prisons, which falls under the Department of Justice. I am requesting you to drop the charade and give it to us straight. If not, perhaps I should call my husband and have him make the request.”

McCrary’s handsome face took on an air of arrogance. He got up from his chair, pulled himself up to his full height and strode over to Kim, making it clear that he was invading her space.

“Okay, Director, with all due respect I understand your concern for your friend, but I have a job to do. I can’t imagine why talking to your husband would make any difference to me.”

She returned the smug smile. “Well, perhaps you recognize the name Nathan Hartman.”

A little taken back, he replied, “Um, of course. That’s the name of our U.S. Attorney General, but I don’t see why should that matter?”

“It matters, Detective McCrary, because the Attorney General is my husband and a close, longtime friend of Miss Harsen. I don’t think he will take kindly to this game of dodge ball. I’m asking you politely to please say what you have on your mind.”

His face darkened as though a storm had passed through. His tone was as cold as ice. “Good bluff, Director, but I think I’d have to hear it from him, if he really is your husband. We have our procedures, you know.”

Kim calmly reached for her cell phone, put it on speaker and hit a number.

Nathan’s voice sounded cheerful. “Hey, Honey, this is a surprise. What’s up?”

“Darling, I have you on speaker. There’s an LAPD homicide detective who wants to question Cami in connection with the murder of her former boss, but he seems to be playing games. I’d like you to tell him to just play it straight. First of all, though, tell him who you are.”

“Okay, if you say so. Detective you’re talking to U.S. Attorney General Nathan Hartman. What seems to be the problem?”

She clicked off the speaker and handed the phone to McCrary who looked as surprised as a prize fighter who had been sucker punched. After speaking to Nathan for a few minutes, McCrary showed a definite change of attitude.

When he resumed questioning me I tried to stay as calm as possible. Nathan must have said something to him, because he was no longer hard-hitting or evasive. Instead, his attitude was more like the almost clueless approach I’d envisioned a Columbo-type detective would use when they try to get you to slip up. But, that shift didn’t fool me. I felt I was still on his radar and kept glancing  at Kim and Kate. From their expressions I assumed I was doing okay. Otherwise they would have interrupted.

And so it went. He led me through everything Jonathan Reid had so graciously shared with him. The fact that I was bitter when Cunningham fired me by voicemail years before, that I set up my agency one floor above them as a form of revenge, my altercation with Reid in the Century Cafe, and the confrontations with Cunningham. I have to say, if I were the interrogator I wouldn’t have thought it looked too good for me. But, my friends didn’t seem that disturbed. 

Finally Kate said, “It looks like Mr. Reid gave you pretty good reasons Cami would have wanted Cunningham dead. But, he also has his own reason to want to see her out of the way. Ever since  she set up her agency, it has taken a toll on their clients. Did he mention that?”

McCrary leaned forward and arched an eyebrow. “Toll? What do you mean?”

I could see a triumphant light in Kate’s eyes. Of course the bastard had given Detective McCrary selective information. She  cleared her throat and gave me a meaningful look. 

“Well, first of all, she made a deep cut into their profitability. You see, many of their clients moved their accounts to Harsen Advertising when their contracts ran out. She has only had her own business a few years, but it’s an award-winning agency. Reid/Cunningham was Tyler Cunningham’s sole business, but Cami told us that for Jonathan Reid it is just one of many holdings. He is obviously younger than Cunningham and far wealthier. He has a reputation for being a very sharp businessman with his fingers in multiple pies, so to speak. Not only that, but he lives a lavish bachelor’s lifestyle.”

“And you know all of that how, Ms. Steele?”

“All you have to do is pick up any number of magazines. The man is obsessed with success, money and his image, and reporters love him. He’s been profiled in everything from Business Week to Playboy. In this case, I wouldn’t doubt his main agenda is to make sure you conclude that Cami had reason and opportunity to want his partner, and maybe him, dead. But that doesn’t mean she did it. I believe he would love to have her out of the way.”

Kim was done messing around. “Are you going to arrest her?”

Why did she have to ask him that? I was in a bad enough mental state already without her saying the “A” word out loud. I don’t look good in stripes. Oh, yeah. I think they wear orange jumpsuits now, and it isn’t my color. I began to wring my hands. Might as well just stick them out in front of me and be led away. This was it. I was going to jail.

McCrary laughed, then flashed a smile full of straight white teeth that gleamed like a toothpaste ad. Whatever amused him wasn’t funny to me. I didn’t see the humor in being suspected of murder.

“Not so quick,” he said in a somewhat raspy voice. “Kim—may  I call you that? I’d like to keep this meeting friendly, on a first-name basis.”

She nodded.

“Your husband made it pretty clear I’m to carefully consider if I should look at Cameron as a suspect. Therefore, I might re-evaluate the information from Jonathan Reid. At this point, this is only preliminary questioning. So—no, your friend is not under arrest. In fact, I think she might be helpful in giving me information about others who might have had it out for this victim. After all she did know him for many years and Jonathan Reid seemed a bit too quick to make her a suspect—like it was wrapped up in a big bow. There were many others in the building last night, and maybe someone who wasn’t on that log might have had motive.”

I exhaled slowly. “Thank you Detective. I will be happy to tell you anything you want to know. I swear I didn’t shoot him.”

McCrary looked a bit confused. “Shoot him? Who told you that? We didn’t release the method of murder to the press.”

Oh Lord. I’d done it again. Assumed he was shot, because that is so often the way people get killed on TV. Now it was one more nail in my coffin, as that saying goes. Why did I have to blurt that out just when it seemed things had taken a little turn for the better?

“I, oh—I just assumed he was shot.” 

McCrary shook his head. “Relax. Don’t worry. He wasn’t shot, but I’m not at liberty to say how he was killed.”

He thanked us and got up to leave. “I’ll be in touch. In the meanwhile, please make a list of anyone you think might have had it in for him enough to kill him. Try to put together as much information about each of them as you can. I’m sure you know not to leave town. Good night.”

After McCrary closed the door Kim said, “Good thing Nate answered his cell. I have to admit I was concerned for a minute, but I think you’re okay for now.” 

All I could say was, “I’ve got chocolate éclairs in the freezer. Just takes a few minutes to defrost them. Let me do that. Then let’s hear what you learned today, Kim.”

We are such sweets junkies. Chocolate cures all, or at least I feel like it is supposed to. It was definitely a chocolate cure moment.
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CHOCOLATE ÉCLAIRS ALWAYS remind me of my mother. When I was a kid she was a stay-at-home mom, complete with the apron, homemade cookies and pastries. She made mouth-watering éclairs from scratch—the flaky pastry, the chocolate frosting and even the custard filling. Maybe that accounts for my thing with chocolate.

Anyway, we really perked up when Kim told us what transpired. Nathan successfully pushed through the temporary clearance, and we would be working as a team again. That was the only reason she was allowed to share the information. 

The plan was for us to present ourselves as the management team of a fake company. I would pose as a capable but slightly ditzy operations executive who could ask seemingly innocent questions and get important answers. Kim’s role would be the financial management member of the trio, and Kate using all of her persuasive skills, the CEO so she could sell the sizzle of our phony business proposal. 

I’m getting ahead of myself, though, because you have to know how this shopping expedition fit into a money laundering operation. 

The had FBI created Las Ropas Exclusivo, a fake clothing wholesale business with offices in Los Angeles and Mexico City, literally overnight. Kim held out two small boxes of business cards showing  Kate as Katherine Marsh, CEO and me as Cameron Wolf, Chief Operating Officer. Kim’s cards identified her as Kimberly Patterson, Chief Financial Officer. Our proper first names were kept to avoid the sticky moments that could occur if we didn’t remember who we were supposed to be. 

We were to target three of the businesses Stephanie had responsibility to monitor. Businesses that were suspect but had not yet been scheduled for raids. Indications were they could be big players in the whole operation and at this point would be fed false information. As for Stephanie, she was definitely facing charges although no action had been taken so far. When she admitted someone with huge influence arranged for her to get that job, the rest of the conversation made us think her benefactor was not the man who was paying for her information. It appeared he was shielded by layers of people in between and she never communicated with him directly. Kim told us Director Kincaid said the trick was to penetrate that shield.

Kim took a bite of a second éclair. “Ummm. These are so good.” She licked chocolate frosting off her lips. “Well, back to business.  Be prepared to be stunned by how clever this operation is.”

“Stunned? Kate glanced at her new business card. I can’t wait  to see where Las Ropas Exclusivo fits into all of this. According to my high school Spanish, our company is Exclusive Clothing or something like that.”

Kim said. “Right. For starters, our main business is supposed  to be in Mexico City. The LA office was set up in case they want to quickly check us out. The location in Mexico City is a huge warehouse operation the Feds sometimes use for stings. Everything will check out when they verify who we are.”

I leaned forward, my attention focused on learning more. “Okay, let’s have it. Tell us how this whole thing is going to work.”

“Let’s go into the living room where we can stretch out. Besides I like looking at your view. This might sound a little confusing on the surface. I understand how it works because of my accounting background, so I’ll try to explain it in simple layman’s terms.”

She told us the target was two-fold. The three businesses we were to visit in the Fashion District were known to launder huge amounts of drug money. However, instead of raiding them to simply seize money, we had to set up a phony transaction to catch them in the act.

“Okay,” Kate said. “So is the money kept at these locations? How much could possibly be kept at fashion importers or wholesale outlets, or whatever they are? What do you know so far about how this all works, or at least what the Feds have uncovered?”

Kim’s eyes lit up and I knew we about to hear exactly what she promised—something stunning. And stunning it was.

“Let's say you run a cartel in Mexico and you sell drugs here in the U.S. You make a lot of cash money, but it's hard to get that money—U.S. dollars—back into Mexico. According to the Feds, you hire a middleman to bring the cash to various businesses in the garment district and use that cash to buy a large amount of product. That’s where Las Ropas Exclusivo comes in.”

Kate held up her hand in a stop motion. “Let me get this straight. We bring money to one of these businesses and buy, say a bunch of tee-shirts, a bunch of dresses, or even a bunch of something like leopard-skin leggings. On the books this all is a legitimate transaction paid for with drug money?”

“Absolutely right. But it isn’t something as small as a bunch. The overall transactions add up to hundreds of millions of dollars annually. The LA business owner pockets a nice profit for their part in the transaction, and on the surface everything looks legitimate. The cash that pays for these purchases is kept off premises or in deposits less than ten thousand in various bank accounts so it isn’t that easy to locate the money that bought the merchandise. Here is how it works.

“I’ll put it in the context of Las Ropas Exclusivos. Let’s assume our fake company has contacts with clients in Mexico who want to buy American goods from Los Angeles, and our contacts also include businesses in the Fashion District that supply the product. Both sides are aware of what kind of a transaction each one is. For example, a client wants to buy, um, $100,000 worth of shirts. Theoretically we have a Cartel member pay the bill through us in dollars. We pay the shirt wholesaler or manufacturer, who has a nice markup in it, for their part. The client in Mexico then buys the merchandise from us and pays in pesos. We take a healthy commission for ourselves and pay the rest of the pesos to the Cartel.”

Kate exhaled loudly. “Whew. That is a clean-sounding operation. We pay for it in Cartel drug dollars, sell it in Mexico for pesos and give the Cartel back their drug dollars in pesos less our fee.”

A satisfied look passed over Kim’s face. “You’ve got it. Simple, right? That’s why we will be posing as the heads of a company that has the ability to convert millions of drug dollars into pesos. Our assignment is to contact the three targeted LA wholesalers and offer to bring them a ton of U.S. dollars in exchange for merchandise to be shipped to Mexico. I was assured we will be able to make a deal. We direct them to ship the merchandise to the warehouse that’s been set up in Mexico City. Once they accept the money, we pretty much have them.”

Kim said the Director explained that these three were only a small slice of up to eighty suspected businesses, but our charade was intended to smoke out the one person rumored to own those three and several more of the suspect businesses. Until now, he had managed to remain an enigma, facetiously referred to as The Ghost by the agents involved in the investigation. 

I pretty much understood everything, but wanted to know where these businesses got the finances to manufacture all the merchandise to begin with. It would take a lot of money to keep this scam going.

Kim had the answer. “For one thing, it’s cash flow. They keep a portion of the money rotating. But there is even more to it. These innocent-seeming businesses actually purchase dirt cheap stuff from China, change the labels to say it’s made in the United States and make a big profit on the markup. The middlemen like Las Ropas Exclusivo are the whole key to doing this successfully because they control both ends of the deal.”

My head was swimming. Okay. I got it that the money to buy the merchandise was dirty drug money given to the middleman by people within the Cartel. But what came next, and why would they even need our fake company or trust us?

Before I was able to ask my questions, Kate said, “That makes sense, but you didn’t tell us why we can get away with posing as this, um, middleman company and get them to trust us.” She always has such a level head and talent for getting down to the bare facts. 

“Well, simple. Two of the main money laundering operations for the Rojas Cartel were busted last week. Gone. Finito. Lots of arrests. The Feds have managed to make us look very legitimate with endorsements from one of the Cartel’s trusted members who entered a deal with them to save his own skin. After arrests are made, he will cease to exist if anyone is gunning for him. With a new identity and tidy sum of money, he’ll be able to start a new life in an undisclosed country, and we will have helped bring down drug money laundering in the Fashion District.”

I let out a big breath. “You weren’t kidding when you said this would be stunning. Won’t we be in danger?”

“They don’t think we will. Otherwise Nathan would never have condoned this. Never okayed having any of us getting involved.”

All of this raised more questions in my mind. What if Marjory’s discovery about the investment group trying to buy the bank and her recognition of the name Kenneth Monnigan had anything to do with all of this? 

I had to ask. “Listen, guys, I know I’m not a financial whiz, but is it possible to find out if any of these businesses have accounts at the bank that group is trying to buy? Owning a bank would be one more cog in the wheels that would certainly help to wash this drug money. Maybe the Feds could check into the other bank where Marjory remembered seeing Kenneth Monnigan’s name. I don’t know. While it would be crazy for all of this to be connected, I can’t get over the feeling that it is.”

My friends had to admit they had been thinking along the same lines, and so had the Feds. Who was Kenneth Monnigan, anyway? Had anyone ever met him or seen a photo of him? He had to show up somewhere, didn’t he?
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IT TURNED OUT TO BE a good thing that Kate decided to extend her trip because of our caper. The following morning her agent called her cell phone and said she had to get back to LA because there was definite interest in developing her story for a movie. When she finished the call, Kate looked like her mind was somewhere else.

Finally she said, “It’s moving ahead. I can’t believe it. It’s really going to happen.”

She proceeded to tell us a major production company was hot to make the FraudBusters movie about her and her escapades. “My agent was really happy when I told him I’m still in town. He is going to set up an appointment with them to take it to the next step. They agreed to my main concern—not to reveal my identity so it doesn’t affect my business or put me at more risk. They want to meet to discuss my being a technical adviser and lay out the details of their offer.”

I was delighted for her, and of course once money came in it meant Kim and I would be cut in for a small percentage. “Um, sounds like you might be needing a manager soon. I happen to know of a great one.”

“You mean the lovely man who invited us to dinner tonight?”

“Yep. That’s the one,” I said smiling broadly while picturing the love of my life.

Like I said, Kate has always been a person who cuts to the chase. “Although I’m really excited about this,” she said, “right now there’s something much more urgent. We have to fine tune our plans for tomorrow morning when we hit the Fashion District. Let’s talk about getting into character so we become the executives behind Las Ropas Exclusivo, money-launderers extraordinaire.”

I inhaled sharply. “Just remember tonight at dinner, not a word of this to Milt.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon morphing into the amateur detectives we were several years before. Each of us knew our role by the time we had to get ready to meet Milt at Dan Tana’s on Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood. Having Milt as my boyfriend meant one thing when we ate out—it would always be a place to see and be seen by celebrities. He said it was part of his business, but I knew he also loved the notoriety.

I’ve never really been able to figure out how Dan Tana’s has lasted so long as one of the favorites. Far slicker restaurants with much better food have come and gone, and Dan Tana’s keeps attracting those in the business. It certainly isn’t the decor, which is definitely old fashioned, or maybe it is. Red dining rooms, red leatherette booths and Chianti bottles hanging from the rafters. Not even real leather. Maybe it’s the lure of old-fashioned, overpriced food which, I have to admit, is pretty good and the servings are generous.

Milt was already seated at an “A-lister’s” table when we arrived. He stood to greet us and looked as happy as a guy having dinner with three beautiful women as one with a winning lottery ticket When he asked what we had been up to, Kate almost slipped and spilled the beans, but she recouped quickly and told him about her upcoming meeting with the producers. That totally diverted the direction of the conversation, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

We wound up the evening with Milt telling Kate he would be happy to help in any way. He wrote his cell number on the back of one of his business cards and handed it to her. On the way back to my house, my two friends took turns naming the movie stars who had come over to our table. I think it was more of a thrill for Kim than Kate, because her main world was political and she couldn’t wait to tell Nathan she met Jim Carrey and Cameron Diaz both on the same night.

Because I was feeling the effects of three glasses of wine, I decided to take Santa Monica Boulevard all the way to Lincoln. Then I could cut down to Washington and home instead of heading to the freeway.

Santa Monica Boulevard is an interesting street that cuts south at an angle from West Hollywood through upscale Beverly Hills, then through Westwood—the home of UCLA. After that, it terminates in Santa Monica. The character of each of those areas is completely different. An LA Times columnist once described Los Angeles as a group of suburbs in desperate search of a downtown. Outside of the Music Center, the courts and City Hall, plus high-rise buildings filled with businesses, downtown still is not the hub of the city. There really isn’t one.

The next morning the three of us dressed in sharp looking business suits and headed downtown armed with our business cards and the introduction from the Cartel member who was working with us. I won’t lie. While it was exciting to be investigating again, I was also scared to death. What if something went wrong?

Driving through the Fashion District was like entering a world so different from my office in Century City or my home in Venice. 

Most of the stores and showrooms are wholesale only, and several of the shops display signs to that effect, but other areas are dedicated to discounted retail merchandise. 

Kim was in awe as we passed armies of mannequins dressed in women’s clothes, children’s frocks and men’s clothes or suits all posed in front of block after block of shops. As for Kate, she had seen it before.

“So, what’s the story for this place?” Kim asked. “I mean, it looks like there must be hundreds of these businesses.”

“You’d be surprised,” I said. “Would you believe this District includes around two thousand businesses that cover one hundred blocks?”

“That many?”

“Yep. Freestanding stores, factories, and warehouses, and then we have showrooms in some multi-story buildings like the California Market Center, Cooper Design Space, The Gerry Building and The New Mart. Our first stop is the New Mart.”

On our way we drove past an area that caters to retail buyers including a famous area called Santee Alley—an actual alley the size of a small street lined by open storefronts on both sides. 

There are always crowds of people cruising Santee Alley looking for bargains and it’s only open to foot traffic. Colorful umbrellas dot the street, merchandise hangs from every possible place and droves of people bustle along the sidewalks stopping now and then to check out the clothing or venture into the shops. Santee Alley is like a place with the air of a joyful festival.

“Okay, Kim, check this out,” I said. “Maybe if we have time after our appointments we’ll stop for a bit and look around.”

Kim and Kate both agreed that sounded like fun, but at that moment we had to be sure to maintain the roles we were about to play.

I felt like a tour guide when we pulled into parking for The New Mart. “Kim, here’s a bit more trivia for you, because I know how you love history. This building is on the historical register, and before you say anything snarky, yes, LA does actually have an historical register. Anyway, in another life the whole place was filled with manufacturing lofts. Now it’s all showrooms for manufacturers, reps with more than one line and a few jobbers.”

Kim listened with interest, then said, “Check the directory. We’re headed for Altalune Fashions. Supposedly they manufacture all sorts of fashionable women’s pants in the United States, but the Director told me they bring in lots of merchandise from China. He said the truth of the matter is a large portion of the actual sewing at their manufacturing facility is limited to sewing elegant Altalune Fashions labels that say “Made in the U.S.A.” into the Chinese merchandise.”

We approached a large showroom featuring curved glass walls with full height plate glass doors. I guess I was surprised to find it looked every inch a legitimate first class operation. Comfortable seating areas furnished with white leather lounge chairs and matching love seats flanked large glass coffee tables atop polished marble floors. Expensive looking samples either hung on rods in separate bays or were displayed on floor racks on silver-toned half mannequins—that is to say they were not full mannequins, but rather ones from the waist down in a variety of poses. If I hadn’t known any better, I definitely would assume this to be a high-end manufacturer. 

A stunning brunette greeted us. Her voice dripped honey. “May I help you?”

Kate spoke for us. She held out her business card and said, “We have an appointment with Mr. Vashti.”

She smiled. “Ah, yes, welcome to Altalune Fashions. He is expecting you.” She led us through the showroom to a private office at the back. 

“Mr. Vashti, your ten o’clock appointment is here.” She turned to us. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea? A cold drink?”

We thanked her, but declined. We weren’t there to socialize. Mr. Vashti came around his desk to greet us and guide us to guest chairs. He was a short man, probably five-foot-six, and slightly rotund. However, his pinstriped suit was impeccably tailored to fit his girth. He wore a white dress shirt open at the neck. I figured him to be fortyish. His smile revealed a rather wide space between his two front teeth, but otherwise they were straight and sparkling white. All in all, he looked like a man who had money and took pride in looking good. And, why not? This was the fashion business.
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KATE WALTZED AROUND the introduction, carefully selecting words that more or less evaded references to anything that might suggest money laundering. 

“Mr. Vashti, thank you for meeting with us. Our company, Las Ropas Exclusivo, serves a select clientele, and our friend Luis Espinosa felt our capabilities would be useful to you at this time. We act as the United States purchasing entity on behalf of our clients in Mexico, have the merchandise shipped into our own warehouse and then resell it to them. You might call us middlemen—or in this case middlewomen, with vast financial resources.”

Vashti was also evasive. “And exactly what are your capabilities? Mr. Espinosa did contact me and said to expect a proposal from you, but he did not elaborate.”

Now it was time for the cat-and-mouse game. Kate was on top of it. “Let us just say that we are aware you recently lost, um, two major accounts. We assume that will certainly make a dent in your bottom line. Our clients are in the market for merchandise such as yours and have the resources to pay in cash upon shipping rather than requesting terms. So, let us say we can replace that volume for you.”

It was apparent Kate had hit one of his buttons. He leaned forward, elbows on his desk, and tented his fingers. I was encouraged to see he clearly understood the next move in this game was his. I suddenly felt quite warm even though the temperature in the room was pleasant. 

After a moment’s hesitation he said what we hoped to hear. “Of course,” he said, “I am interested to know more about what sort of volume your client seeks. Please understand, we mostly deal with large accounts and the size of their orders must meet our minimum requirements.”

That is where Kim stepped in. “Mr. Vashti, are you questioning our capabilities? Please understand while you are interviewing us, we are also interviewing you to determine the best resources for our clients. Frankly you are not the only manufacturer we are meeting with. As Chief Financial Officer of our company, I can assure you other manufacturers are anxious to do, let’s say, our special type of business with our Mexican buyers. As such, our buyers require specific arrangements. Every transaction will be in U.S. Dollars, half with the order and half upon advice of shipping. Shall we proceed to more definitive conversation now?”

We were really good. Kim put him on the spot by literally switching positions. I loved it when she said we were interviewing him. With our trio back in the groove, it was not much different than getting back on a bike after not riding for several years. You don’t forget how to do it. Clearly he bought the fact that he needed Las Ropas Exclusivo. He took us through the showroom, pointing out the best selling items. If there is one thing I know, it’s clothing and quality. It all appeared to be high-end fashion. Maybe the rumor about the merchandise being made in China didn’t apply here. These were quality pieces. 

Then, like an electrical surge, the reality of Altalune hit me. These samples in the showroom were most likely made in the U.S.A. and of the finest quality. I envisioned a workroom that manufactured these for select clients in the States and the showroom. However, and of this I was certain because I trusted the evidence we’d been told about, when an order such as the one we were about to place was set in motion to launder money, it was probably filled with the inferior quality cheap Chinese copies with bootleg labels. 

Really clever. Then he said, “I am sure you will understand this. In fact, perhaps our friend Mr. Espinosa has mentioned it, but with this type of large, ah, specialty order, I am not the final word.”

He poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher in front of him, took a sip, then continued. “I will have to present it to our majority partner, and if he agrees to deal with you we will set another meeting to conclude our arrangements. Do not be alarmed, but with transactions of this type it is necessary to run some checks on your company. Do you have any objections?”

Kate said, “Of course not. We have to trust each other, don’t we?” 

He nodded agreement.

The key word was trust. We were basically unknown in the world of drug money laundering except for the introduction by Luis Espinosa. I hoped the phony bank references plus the U.S. office and Mexican warehouse set up by the FBI were enough to plant the idea we were capable of dealing in millions. Hopefully the elusive person behind this particular laundering operation would come out of the shadows. We knew that considering two of their main sources had been put out of business, whoever he or she was that person and the Rojas Cartel did need a group like ours. The rush of this scam was almost enough to make me forget about Tyler Cunningham’s murder and the fact that I might be a suspect. Almost enough, but not quite. I was still terribly worried.

Kim had discussed the ins and outs of this setup in detail with the Director of the Los Angeles Homeland Security wiretapping operation. 

He was certain the same person was behind all three of the target companies, and hoped hitting them at the same time would trigger a meeting with the main person. With any luck, we might be able to smoke out the specter behind up to ten companies that manufactured everything from tee shirts to pajamas—companies that laundered millions of dollars a year. I only hoped Mr. Espinosa would be able to get out of the country alive before the fireworks began.

We thanked Mr. Vashti for the meeting and told him to call us after he spoke to majority partner. Kate added, “Don’t wait too long. We need to have resources in place for our clients within two days and I assure you, we will not have any problem entering into agreements with companies anxious to work with us.”

After that we made stops at the other two companies on our list—Dress-Nation, a company that manufactured women’s dresses in mid-range pricing with a showroom located in The Cooper Design Space and Gorilla Sportswear, a manufacturer of men’s sportswear known for its grunting gorilla lifting barbells logo. 

This company was housed in an actual manufacturing facility and did not have an outside showroom. I wondered if they also used Chinese merchandise for the laundering part of the business. We couldn’t have missed Gorilla Sportswear if we tried. It was located in an industrial section in Compton, not the safest area of Greater Los Angeles. In fact I hoped my car would be safe, but relaxed a bit when I saw a Mercedes and a Jaguar parked in spaces bearing names.

A huge reproduction of the gorilla logo dominated the front of the low-rise building with Gorilla Sportswear scrolled alongside. Chain link fencing enclosed the parking lot and loading dock area. Situated on a corner, there was an access street behind it and the closest building was a good distance away. In other words, sort of isolated. This industrial area was definitely a change of atmosphere from the Fashion District.  

The meeting at Dress-Nation had almost been a carbon copy of the one with Altalune Fashions. The one with Mr. Vito Laganga of Gorilla Sportswear was different. He looked like the stereotypical conception of a Mafia enforcer. I estimated the big man to stand about six-foot-four or five, tipping the scales around three hundred pounds with shoulders like a linebacker. His jet black hair was combed straight back from his face and he sported a full black mustache. When his lips parted to give us a smile, there was no happiness behind that smile.

We were given a tour through the factory and he alluded to the fact that with their “manufacturing partners” they were capable of filling any size order. I assumed the manufacturing partners were the Chinese.

Like Mahood Vashti, both men said they would have to run it past their majority partner. That was not only what we expected, but what we hoped for. Maybe this really would work. A little tingle of excitement skittered up my spine. 

Kate gave both of them the same parting ultimatum—don’t wait too long. So, now all three were faced with a ticking clock. The plan was moving along.

With our work for the day finished, as we drove toward my house the rush of carrying out an undercover scam was evident in our non-stop chattering. I sure didn’t expect to find Detective McCrary sitting on my patio waiting for us, but there he was, lounging in one of my patio chairs.
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HE GREETED US WITH a broad smile. “Hello ladies. I’ve been waiting for you.”

I wasn’t overly pleasant when I replied, “That’s obvious. Won’t you come in?”

There is a cliché saying about waiting for the other shoe to drop. I wondered if that was the purpose of McCrary’s impromptu visit. Was I about to get some bad news regarding Tyler Cunningham’s murder? I’d almost managed to put the fear out of my mind but now my heart was racing and I tried to control my trembling hands.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I dropped by without calling. I’d hoped to find you home, but when you weren’t here, I decided to wait for awhile. It sure is pleasant out here.”

“I know that. Now why are you here?”

“I’m sorry, but I need to share some more information with you and ask you something urgent. Remember, I said we hadn’t released Cunningham’s cause of death? The autopsy revealed he was struck at a crucial spot on the right side of the neck with a blunt instrument which resulted in death similar to a stroke. There was a slight trace of blood where the skin was broken. As far as can be told, he died within minutes. We are currently looking for the murder weapon.”

I had to ask. “What does that have to—“

We were interrupted by a cacophony of quacking on my patio and a man’s voice shouting “Shut up you damn ducks.”

Grateful for the diversion, I said, “Excuse me. I have to see what’s going on outside.” Without waiting for a reply from Detective McCrary, I strode past him and flung open my front door. Three ducks raced into my living room followed by a skinny man wearing plaid Bermuda shorts, a tee shirt that proclaimed Venice Dude and wingtip shoes with socks and garters. He tugged at the leash of a dog the size of a small horse and shouted, “Get away from those ducks. Brutus, heel!” The dog paid no attention and pulled the man into my living room toward the ducks as they cowered behind Kate.

If I wasn’t so scared about what McCrary was ready to say, this would have been like something out of a comedy. The dog continued to drag the skinny man across the floor toward the quacking ducks. Finally the detective grabbed the leash with one hand and pulled the snarling dog toward the front door.

“Sir, I am LAPD Detective McCrary. Get your dog off these private premises or I will cite you for disturbing the peace and trespassing. If you cannot control your animal in public, I will call Animal Control to take him into custody. Do you understand?”

The man looked ready to cry. “Officer, um Detective, I’m just watching him for a friend. My friend controls him so easily I didn’t think it would be a problem to take him for a little walk. I didn’t know he would have his eye on a duck dinner. We’re here on vacation from Petaluma, the three of us. Me, my friend Jake and Brutus. Jake wanted to look around in one of the shops on Washington. Can I call him? He’ll take care of Brutus.”

Yep, definitely like something out of a comedy. McCrary tied the rampant dog to the fence around my patio and made sure the ducks were able to go back to the canal safely. They strode out of my house with heads held high, and one-by-one returned to the water. Meanwhile the terrified guy called his friend and told him he had to come immediately or Brutus would be arrested. Well, not actually arrested, but that’s what he told his friend. Ten minutes later a buff-looking follow jogged up to my patio. One look at him and Brutus settled down and laid his head on the concrete. He looked up at the man I presumed to be Jake and whined. Jake untied his leash, and the dog obediently heeled as the three of them walked away.

After they left, McCrary took up where he left off.

“Look, Cameron, I’m not saying you’re definitely a suspect, but you were in the building at the approximate time Cunningham was murdered and let’s face it, there was a lot of animosity between the two of you. Will you give me permission to search your office so I don’t have to get a warrant. If we don’t find anything that could be the murder weapon, you’re still not out of the woods, but a lot closer to being cleared. At this time we really don’t have any other suspects with a strong motive.

“Um, I have nothing to hide. When would you like to do that?” I glanced at my watch. It was 3:30 and we closed at 5:30. Since I was sure they wouldn’t find anything, I could easily call Maggie and give them permission.

He said, “I can have a team there within half-an-hour. It shouldn’t take that long.”

I flashed what I hoped was a confident smile and picked up the phone to call Maggie. I told her to stay as long as she needed and that she would be paid for any after-hours time. “Just make sure they don’t leave an awful mess. Get strong with them if you have to.”

“Okay,” I said. It’s set, but you’d better instruct your people not to leave my office upside down and to be courteous to Maggie. I’m cooperating and I expect you to do the same.”

He gave a mock salute. “Yes, General, it will be done. Seriously, this is the best thing to do. I would like to see you cleared as quickly as possible. I like you three.” He glanced over at Kate and gave her a wink. “Yep, I definitely like you.” All three of us caught his veiled meaning.

Kate must have picked up on his subliminal message big time, because she invited him to stay  for a drink or coffee. Oh, that Kate! Always a sucker for a good-looking man, but I had to say I couldn’t blame her. From a selfish standpoint, maybe it would help me, too. I had a very strong feeling they were searching my office because I really was a prime suspect, but what could I do? Maybe getting friendly would cut me some slack. Yeah, right. Big chance. 

McCrary said he was off duty and could stay for a short while, but still might have to respond to a call if anything happened that required his attention. He joked about the life of a detective while Kate plied him with questions. It was easy to see he liked her attention. I wondered if he would make any moves on her once the case was solved.

He stayed until we had to leave to meet Milt for dinner.

The next morning we received a patched-through call. The way it was set up, the phone number on our business cards went to a line the Feds controlled. It was answered by a pleasant female voice posing as our receptionist. Weird, huh? In the era of artificial intelligence voices answering most phones, our line was answered by a real person—an FBI agent. The call was from Vito Laganga asking for Kate. 

“Good morning, Mr. Laganga. I have you on speaker phone. Have you conferred with your partner?”

“Yeah. Not only my partner, but Mahood Vashti at Altalune and Greg Clark at Dress-Nation. We are not as naive as you may think. Clearly you are actively setting up lines of supply, but we find it curious the only companies we find you have contacted so far have the same majority partner. I assume that was by design, so let’s be straight with each other. Are you planning to contact others in the group?”

This was an unexpected turn of events. We hadn’t counted on them communicating with each other, and certainly not immediately. I shrugged my shoulders, at a loss to signal Kate what to reply. Kim grabbed a yellow pad we used to itemize our moves and wrote tell him three will do it in large letters, then held it up for Kate to see.

“Well, Mr. Laganga, you are certainly on top of things. I always admire efficiency. To answer your question, for the time being the three companies will be able to fill our requirements sufficiently. Since you are all aware of our agenda, might I suggest a joint meeting with the three of you. We can hash out the details and hopefully finalize a very profitable deal for all of us.”

For the moment, Vito Laganga said nothing and there was silence in the room.

Being the consummate closer that Kate was, she pushed it. “Take time to consider my suggestion about the meeting, but perhaps this will help. We have a tight schedule as far as finalizing a working arrangement for merchandise. Several other manufacturers are anxious to accommodate us. We have but to contact them. However, we thought it convenient to have three sources under the same umbrella, so to speak.”

Finally Laganga said, “You want to meet with me, Mr. Vashti and Mr. Clark at the same time? Under the circumstances that might be a bit risky. Although your company appears to be of recent creation, some of our competitors involved in similar transactions are no doubt aware of you. I propose we work out the details individually.”

That was the moment of truth. “No, we cannot do that. No joint meeting, no deal. If we are all in agreement at the end of that meeting it will be very lucrative for everyone, but we still need to meet with your mysterious partner as a final step. We must know who we are dealing with, and I only deal with the top people. We have confirmed that all of you answer to the same person. Agree to what I’ve suggested or you will be passing up transactions worth close to eighty million dollars over time with a healthy slice of that for you and your friends. I have a feeling that would not make your partner very happy.”

I was so proud of Kate. I don’t think I would have had the courage to possibly blow the whole deal, but as she always said you have to be willing to walk away from the table, and her quick decision to throw out the figure of eighty million was certainly enticing. We hadn’t even discussed how many millions to mention yet.

Once again Laganga hesitated. Finally he said, “I will set up the meeting. The conference room here at my factory, tomorrow. I’ll call to advise the time.” He abruptly terminated the call.

I wasn’t keen to go into back into that area. Neither were Kate nor Kim. Quite frankly, the scruffy appearance of the industrial area and the isolation made us nervous.

My adrenalin pumped big time. Some people get off on danger, but I’m not one of them. I asked if he said anything else before he hung up.

“No, except that he’ll check with the others and call back with the time. I would have felt more comfortable meeting in the Fashion District, but maybe he thought that would be too obvious. His factory is pretty much out of the way and it’s unlikely anyone would observe us meeting with those three together. Remember, we are supposed to be big new players in the money laundering business, so I can imagine him thinking it would be feasible for us to be recognized by others in the game. What do you say? Should we play it safe? We can still bail. I have to have an answer ready when he calls back.”

Kim was the first to reply. “I don’t like the idea of going back there either, but I’d like to see it through. I’m guessing no thugs will come charging in like the cavalry. Not unless they somehow find out we are not who we represent ourselves to be.”

There was another thing to consider. Kate and I are very skilled in martial arts, and that saved us when we were in danger before. Even though we’d been held at gunpoint, we were able to wrap up the embezzlers before the FBI team even got there. And I do mean wrap up. We had them neatly bound to chairs with yards and yards of duct tape. All the Feds had to do was take them away.

Kim doesn’t practice karate or anything like that, but Kate and I are black belts. We’re women who can defend ourselves and our friend, if need be. That and our history entered into my decision to agree with Kate. I was in.

Making a huge deal with the three companies was the first step in smoking out the top dog. We agreed the plan should go smoothly. When we had to come up with the deposit money, which would be recovered when the businesses were raided, the Feds would supply us with millions of dollars of previously confiscated drug money. 

What could possibly go wrong?  
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IF SOMEONE HAD ASKED me that question a few weeks later, I could have given them plenty of scenarios that would result in dread. But as we drove to the meeting, we were very optimistic. In a few days we would go back to our normal lives none the worse for the wear, and possibly with some reward money for Marjory’s family.

Kim said, “Well, I’m glad I didn’t let Nathan down even though he really had reservations about putting me in this position in the first place. I didn’t tell you, but it was actually my idea to come here and help identify the mole.”

She went on to tell us she first got the idea when they were having a delicious dinner at one of their favorite restaurants. Nathan seemed distant. Distracted. She finally got him to share why he was so lost in thought, and he told her about what was going on at the secret Los Angeles Homeland Security wiretapping operation. They had tried to identify the leaker without success, and three raids had gone bad already. 

As Kim explained it, she imagined those cartoons where the character is struck with a brilliant idea and a light bulb appears over their head. Her light bulb glowed bright as she explained to Nathan how she could be of help. It involved him giving her a hiatus from her daily activities as Director of the Creative Resource Services part of FACR, and assigning her to the case. The only reason he had even been able to discuss any of this with her was because she already held a top secret clearance. 

Some government clients of FACR were top secret facilities. Her clearance, which had been initiated when she accepted the position of Director of her division, allowed her access to those facilities in order to determine their basic needs. Generally, that was the only time she became personally involved in a project at the outset. As she explained it to Nathan, that made her the perfect undercover person. No one would suspect a thing. To all intents and purposes her job was to assess furniture needs for the proposed new facility. 

Kim surprised me to the point I was practically speechless. I have to admit I had wondered how my friend Nathan could have selected her for the assignment in the first place. I couldn’t imagine him volunteering her services for what could be very dangerous.

Now I got it. Like us, Kim loved her life but somewhere in the back of her mind was that thirst for the rush we got the first time we caught the bad guys. And, by the way, without the million dollars we each received as whistleblowers that time, none of us would have the life we currently enjoyed. Some people live vicariously through TV shows and movies. We experienced it once in real life, and couldn’t resist the temptation to do it again.

Nathan probably had a hard time convincing Homeland Security to give us the temporary clearances so we could attempt what they had been unable to. Everything considered, it was really outrageous if you thought about it. Completely outside the box. But, he is top dog at Justice, so in the end here we were. On our way to a meeting that could bring down a significant player in the Fashion District money laundering scheme. 

This was a different experience than catching embezzlers—these were dangerous people connected with drug cartels. We filled the car with nervous chatter. Should we have gotten out while we could? 

I hate doubts, and to tell the truth as we headed to East LA I seriously questioned whether we could pull this off. Why had Nathan listened to Kim? She was usually the conservative one of our group. In some ways, a typical accountant. Whatever possessed her to convince Nathan to support her going undercover? And, Kate. Would we even be here if Marjory hadn’t been murdered? Lots of questions, and no real answers.

Kim carried an attaché case filled to capacity with money provided by Homeland Security—stacks of one hundred dollar bills seized from successful drug money raids. Although it was nowhere near the amount our claimed business dealings would involve, the money would go a long way toward establishing good faith. As our spokesperson, Kate had to literally put the money on the table to set up the promise of much more along with corresponding product orders that would legitimatize the exchange of dollars for pesos. 

If we were successful, the deal called for all of this crummy Chinese merchandise to be shipped to our Mexican warehouse. The Mexican buyers were actually part of the whole network, and would cheerfully pay in pesos with everyone taking their cuts off the top. Quality and origin didn’t matter to them.

However, it was imperative that Kate made it clear this whole transaction would only happen after we met the head honcho. No honcho, no deal.

The receptionist showed us into the Gorilla Sportswear conference room. It was far nicer than I expected, with a few features I hadn’t expected. Twelve black leather executive chairs with the colorful Gorilla raising barbells logo embroidered across the back surrounded a beautiful cherrywood conference table. There were no windows. The walls were upholstered in fabric that looked like suede with what appeared to be a light padding behind the fabric. The door was solid wood. The first thought that flashed through my mind was that the room was soundproof. Perfect. Just what we needed if things got rough. No one could see us or hear us with the door closed. I rationalized that my mind must be running away with me. Gotta stop watching those murder and mystery shows.

This was nothing more than a business meeting, plain and simple. Okay, so the heads of these three manufacturing companies were knee-deep in illegal money laundering and the main guy was so elusive apparently no one outside of the operating partners in the schemes knew who he or she was. Right then I wanted to go home more than anything and sit on my patio with Maxi and Minnie quacking at my feet demanding breadcrumbs. With a situation like this, it’s pretty hard to convince yourself that everything is okay.

I glanced over at Kim and Kate. If you didn’t know Kate, she looked quite at ease, but I saw the firm set to her mouth and the stone cold gaze of her emerald eyes. She was nervous. Kim, on the other hand, appeared totally relaxed and in charge of herself. How did she do that?

The door opened. Mahood Vashti entered the room followed by Vito Laganga and Greg Clark. 

They settled into chairs across from us, leaving the two chairs at the head and foot of the table vacant. Mahood Vashti spoke first. 

“We are anxious to see what you have to present to us. As you know, ours is a, uh, shall we say specialized situation. We have done a cursory check of your company, spoken to a few associates in our field, and everything seems to be in order.” 

His eyelock with Kate was met with her cold emerald gaze. Boy she was good. Not one hint of emotion as her look challenged him. She directed that stone cold gaze to the other two men. “Just so we understand each other, gentlemen, this is intended to be the first of many such deals. We agree to order your merchandise for which we will pay in cash—U.S. dollars, of course. And, yes, we are aware that the quality we see in your showrooms is not the quality that will be delivered, but who cares.”

The surprised looks on their faces gave away the fact that they didn’t think we knew about the substitution of merchandise. The cost difference was worth a hefty bonus to them. 

Kate continued. “Don’t look so shocked, gentlemen. We also do our homework. Not only that but you found us because you need us, not the other way around. Fortunately, we both know the same trusted colleague.”

I struggled to keep a straight face and not give one of my damn giggles. Trusted colleague? A drug-dealing member of the Cartel willing to sell them out to save his own skin? The introduction and validation was our good fortune, but it certainly wouldn’t be theirs. 
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FOR ABOUT FIFTEEN MINUTES we discussed in detail how everything would work. The three men took turns giving us engaging smiles and asking questions for which they should already have had the answers. Vashti kept glancing at the contemporary clock on the wall. 

“Keep calm,” I told myself. “We’re almost there.”

Finally the time came for Kate to place her attaché case on the table and open the lid. I had no doubt the stacks of hundreds inside would convince them we were on the up-and-up. If everything went according to plan the sight of the money would trigger a meeting with whoever was at the top. Things couldn’t have gone better.

That is until Vashti picked up a few of the stacks and fanned through them. He said, “I have a little surprise for you. There is no need to wait until tomorrow. Mr. Monnigan will be attending this meeting, after all.”

Surprise? Shock was more like it, and it got worse.

The door opened. A good-looking man with a full head of steel gray hair strode in, stopped dead in his tracks and pointed at me. His good looks turned to a mask of surprise mixed with disgust. 

“You!” he bellowed.

My mouth fell open, but I found myself unable to utter a word.

The man I’d known as Jonathan Reid for so many years yanked me out of my chair and spun me around to face the other three. His fingers dug into my shoulder muscles so hard pain shot up the side of my neck and down my spine. I was unable to move in any direction. 

Kate stood up and demanded, “What is the meaning of this? Mr. Monnigan please release my partner. This deal is teetering on the brink of becoming history right now. What you are doing is unthinkable.”

Through the pain I managed to grunt out, “N-not Monnigan. R-Re-Reid,” but had no idea if they understood what I meant.

Jonathan Reid turned to his three partners, his voice filled with venom. “Gentlemen, I don’t know who you think this woman is, but her name is not Cameron Wolf. It’s Cameron Harsen and she is the CEO of an advertising firm. I don’t know the other two, but I’d wager a bet they aren’t who they represent themselves to be either. 

Laganga said, “Easy, Ken. I don’t understand. Their company checked out, that case is filled with money and we are all set to make a huge deal. Maybe she just looks like someone you’ve come across in the past. In all due respect, Sir, please calm down.”

Then all Hell broke loose. 

I realized these men had no idea the person they knew as Kenneth Monnigan had a dual identity. I later found out that was only part of the entire awful truth. Of course I knew he was involved in other businesses, but Kenneth Monnigan—the notorious Ghost who had managed to evade authorities? The man who was possibly behind the murder of Marjory Newfield? My God. What had we gotten into?

We didn’t have to wait long to find out. 

“Wait a minute,” Jonathan Reid said. “I know who these other two are. You’ve been had. The redhead owns a company called FraudBusters and I’m not sure about the other one. I just know her face. These three made national news a few years ago when they brought down an embezzlement scheme. This is all some kind of a setup, and now I’ve stepped into it thanks to you three!”

Vito Laganga got up from his seat and loomed over Kate and Kim as though daring them to try to get up or get out. This was one situation where our black belts would not help us one bit. My two friends sat there like stone statues, realizing they were no match for the four men in the room. We were trapped.

“Listen, Vito,” the man they knew as Monnigan boomed, “go out to the factory and get something to tie these women up with. They aren’t going anywhere. I need some time to figure out what to do with them.”

His gaze swung to the clock on the wall. “Quarter to five. Your employees go home at five and we can figure out how to get out of this mess after they’re gone. I never planned to show up today, but it’s a damn good thing I decided to after you called.”

The third man, Greg Clark, paced back and forth at one end of the room. He muttered under his breath, “Dammit. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten involved. Now what?”

My mind was racing like a car in the last lap at the Indie 500. There had to be some way out of this. I couldn’t stand Jonathan Reid, but I’d never in a thousand years have suspected him of something like this. One of the things that really scared me was the realization he was not just an advertising man with interests in other businesses. He was a hardened criminal in bed with the Rojas Cartel, capable of violence and probably murder. I wondered how long he had been on the other side of the law.

Laganga came back with several lengths of fabric and first bound my wrists and ankles, then moved to Kate and Kim. Not at all the way we planned it. We sat there immobilized with no idea of what would happen once the employees went home. In the meantime, after making sure we were securely bound, Vito Laganga went back out into the factory so everything would appear normal. With the door closed, not a sound could be heard from what was now our prison. The best I could hope for was that we would make it out alive.

“So, you think you’re really clever, Cami,” Reid snarled. “Baby, you’ve got a lot to learn. Unfortunately, I don’t think you and your friends are going to have that luxury. Now that you know who I am, everything has changed.”

It looked like Kate couldn’t stop herself from blurting out, “It was you, wasn’t it? You’re the one who had that poor Marjory Newfield murdered. If only she hadn’t remembered your name, if that really is your name. Who are you—Kenneth Monnigan? Jonathan Reid?”

He looked a bit surprised. “Too bad that dame decided to check into more than she’d been hired to do. See, I never enter into anything unless I have someone inside to act as my eyes. It is amazing what a bank clerk will do for some extra money, so I got reports on everything she was doing. But, I never guessed she had seen my name before.” 

Cruelty edged his half-laugh as he walked over to Kate and grabbed her shoulders. That man apparently loved the tactic of digging into someone’s shoulders to cause extreme pain. I understood why Kate said what she did. After all, what did she have to lose at this point?

“You’re right,” she said.”She did recognize your name, or at least she recognized the name Kenneth Monnigan. Her memories were not good. I know she was auditing the bank that you and a group of underlings were trying to buy to make money laundering even easier, because she contacted me in confidence after seeing my website. With all the information in place, it’s easy to see why you wanted a bank. Trust me, you are under investigation. By the way, Marjory was very thorough. She made records of everything she found.”

My old boss looked like he was ready to explode. “BITCH! Tell me what you have and why. Tell me now.”

Kate just smiled at him. “Why should I? It looks like you plan to kill us anyway.”
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KILL US? OH, KATE. Why did you say that? Knowing Kate, she probably said it because it was obvious he had murder on his mind. 

This was the time to think logically. Reid knew who I was now, which was not good. He also knew that what had seemed like serendipity—a middleman company with good resources contacting them after their best sources were arrested—was nothing but a setup. Still, we put up such a good front, I’m positive the three men did think we were on the up-and-up.

Would this be my epitaph—She was almost able to pull off a sting? I saw the determination in Kate’s eyes and the fear in Kim’s. Clearly we were on the same wavelength, but something in Kate’s look gave me the courage to speak up. Maybe I could at least make him nervous. Taunt him. Attack his ego. Buy some time. Like Kate said, they planned to kill us anyway. Why not shake it up?

I tried very hard to keep any sign of trembling out of my voice. “Oh, Jonathan. I never figured you for anything like this. I thought you were just a pompous narcissist with a taste for living high, beautiful women and a modicum of actual talent in the advertising business. Of course, I knew you had other businesses while your poor partner dedicated his whole life to your partnership, even if he was an ass, but I never suspected you were a crook. And, for him to die the way he did. Just sitting at the desk he sat at for twenty years, while you became a secret powerhouse in laundering dirty drug money? No wonder you’re so wealthy.”

A slow, self-satisfied smile crossed his face. “Well, Cameron, since we have a few more minutes until this place clears out and they lock it up, I’ll play your game. It actually amuses me. You really had my associates fooled, you know. They thought you three were the real deal. I will admit it was a surprise to find out you were part of the charade.”

I felt like Kate’s thoughts were echoing in my head. I knew it was because she has always been the strongest, so most likely I wanted whatever she was thinking to be true. The words keep him talking repeated over and over in my mind. I was determined to do exactly that. Appeal to his ego. Make him feel we were overwhelmed by his power and cunning.

At five minutes to five the door to the conference room yawned opened.

“Okay,” Vito Laganga said. “A few more minutes and they’ll shut down the machinery. Takes them about ten minutes to clear out so I can lock up. Meanwhile, have fun with our guests.”

He walked over to Kate and gave her a smart rap on the side of her head. “Think you’re so smart, do you Sweetheart? Well, you’ve messed with the wrong group this time.”

Kate’s head fell forward and then snapped back when he grabbed a handful of her hair. “The—wrong—group!” he repeated. “I gotta go out there and make sure all of my workers clear out on time.”

He left, slamming the door behind him.

Less than fifteen minutes. All I could think about was how devastated Nathan would be for allowing Kim to get involved in this. And, Milt. Oh, my dear sweet Milt who was always concerned for my safety and comfort. Jonathan Reid couldn’t get away with killing the three of us. He just couldn’t. I had all kinds of great things ahead of me, Kate was going to get a movie deal and Kim had everything she ever dreamed about. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I’m not religious, but at that moment I think I found God. At least, I prayed to him to let us get out of this.

Kim spoke in a shaky voice. “You are a very clever man, to have kept your other identity such a secret from those who knew you for years. Cami assumed you were taking out your anger on her because she converted so many of your accounts into her clients. I suspect losing is not something you can tolerate, even if it is in what now appears to be one of your minor business interests.”

“You’re damn right I don’t take well to losing. That stupid partner of mine refused to believe she could do it when she came back to town and opened her agency. Look what it got him.” He shot me a look filled with daggers. “You’re one smart cookie, Cameron Harsen. If you weren’t so honest, I could have used you in some of my other businesses. Even thought about it after Tyler let you go, but you wound up working for the prison system of all things. Not exactly something that was a good match for my business ventures.” 

He threw back his head and gave a nasty laugh.

I said through clenched teeth, “Jonathan, I wouldn’t have worked for you if you were the last opportunity on earth. I didn’t like you back then, and in fact I’ve never liked you. You have the top hand now, but my greatest pleasure would have been to bring you down. Good God. Kenneth Monnigan, master conman, money launderer and crook. How many other identities do you have?”

Of course he didn’t answer me. I was just baiting him anyway, trying to buy some time, because we sure didn’t have much left.

Laganga came back into the room. When he opened the door, I noticed everything in the factory was quiet. No more whirring sound of machinery. Just silence. 

“Okay, they’re all gone. I’m going to lock everything and then we can decide what to do with these three. We cool?”

I looked over at Mahood Vashti and Greg Clark. Vashti was pacing back and forth, anger all over his face. Greg Clark sat in his chair wringing his hands, head hung, shoulders hunched forward. His body language screamed that he hadn’t signed on for murder. Maybe if we could somehow get to him, make him afraid of what the repercussions would be if they were caught for killing us, just maybe we would have a chance.

Caution goes out the window when you know your time on earth is very limited. I summoned my most commanding voice, which is something men never expect from me since they often perceive me as a ditzy blonde. “Mr. Clark, do you have any idea what it’s like to be imprisoned for murder? All three of us have toured prisons, and trust me, if you don’t get the death penalty you might wish you did after serving a lot of years.”

I shifted my gaze to Jonathan Reid. “Oh, he makes you believe you’ll get away with it, but will you? Do you really think my friend Kim’s husband won’t go after his wife’s murderers with guns blazing as they used to say in the West? You obviously don’t know how high up he is in the Federal government, but you’ll find out soon. Are you ready to take that risk?”

Greg Clark’s face turned an ashen gray while a red tinge crept from Jonathan’s neck up to his forehead. 

“Shut up!” he sputtered. “Just shut the Hell up. Greg, don’t listen to her. She’s just trying to save her own neck and her friends. We’ll handle it.”

But, I’d gotten to Clark. He stood and said, “Do what you want. I’m getting out of here. Money laundering and making a nice profit for doing it is one thing, but murder? No! I’m sorry, but I won’t be part of it.”

He started for the door.

Vito Laganga clamped one of his big paws on Clark’s shoulder and whirled him back into his chair. “The Hell you will walk out on this. You’re part of it whether you like it or not. We get busted, so do you and we can’t have you being a loose end. Mahood, hand me some of that fabric.”

Before we knew what happened, Laganga had tied Greg Clark to his chair, just like us. 

“Looks like we have one more to get rid of,” he said.

Jonathan Reid went over to Clark and punched him in the face. “When you sign on with me, you sign on for whatever happens. We’ll miss you, but you’re easy to replace.”

Things were happening so fast, I didn’t know what to expect next. All I knew was the three of us were terrified and I was sure that wouldn’t last very long. Hard to be terrified when you’re dead.
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OF ALL THE CRAZY THINGS I’d done in my life, apparently this was the craziest. I wondered how they would kill us and where they would dump our bodies. Bizarre thoughts ran through my mind and I couldn’t stop them. I pictured us taken out to the desert like they do in mob movies. Or shot and buried in shallow graves. 

Laganga had gone to lock all of the doors. Greg Clark’s left eye was turning a shade of purple from Jonathan’s punch and he looked like he was ready to throw up. The air in the room felt like thick soup and I had a hard time breathing. A cold sweat slicked over me, dampening my blouse. Panic does that. Kate and Kim didn’t look like they were in any better shape than I was.

What seemed like hours, but was probably minutes, had passed. I managed to look at the clock and realized that Vito Laganga had been gone longer than it should have taken to lock up the factory. Since the room was soundproofed, I couldn’t hear anything beyond the door. 

Then everything changed. The door slammed open and I heard loud shouts and a major ruckus coming from the reception area. In an instant our prison was swarming with the most welcome sight ever—agents wearing black flak vests emblazoned with the gold letters FBI, their guns drawn. I heard Vito Laganga’s voice yelling, “You have no right here,” over the other loud voices in the reception area.

Jonathan Reid was eerily calm when he said, “These are private premises. I demand to know what’s going on.”

However, the sight of the three of us tied to chairs plus Greg Clark with his blackening eye sort of told the story. One of the agents proceeded to untie us while the others kept their guns trained on Jonathan and Vashti.

Once untied, my wrists and ankles ached with that awful pins and needles sensation as the blood rushes back. In fact, everything ached and I felt totally exhausted. When I tried to get up from the chair, I fell back into it, my legs like strands of spaghetti.

Kate and Kim stretched and rubbed their wrists and ankles. Greg Clark moaned, “Thank goodness, thank goodness,” over and over again. We were quite the scene as we watched the agents cuff Jonathan and Mahood Vashti and then cuff Greg Clark. Poor Clark. Even though he wouldn’t go along with murder, he was part of the money laundering scheme. Since Laganga never came back, it was a sure bet they already had him in custody.

“H-How did you find us?” Kim gasped. “Oh, my God. We were going to be killed. Killed!” She covered her eyes and began to cry.

One of the agents went over to a pitcher and glasses on the sideboard at the back of the room and poured glasses of water for each of us. I gulped mine down as though I’d never tasted such wonderful water. Kate held the cool glass up to her forehead before taking some sips. Kim held her glass but continued to cry. When the agent patted her shoulder, she collapsed into him.

“We had our instructions from very high up the food chain, as the saying goes. Let’s get you out of here and everything will be explained. I’m Agent Larsen. Hank Larsen. None of you are in the shape to drive, so I’ll drive you back to your house in your car. There are some people there by now who want to talk to you.”

I inhaled deeply. “Agent Larsen, that man with the gray hair is Kenneth Monnigan, or Jonathan Reid as I have known him for many years. He owns the major interest in several of the businesses from the Fashion District, including this one, that have been part of a drug money laundering ring.”

“Actually, we know that. You three have done an amazing job, and we thank you. Sorry it got to the point it did, but when that guy out there began to lock up and your car was still here it was clear you were in danger.”

Kate said, “Our car? How did you know it was our car? In fact, you seem to know who we are. How is that possible?”

Agent Larsen steered us out the door. “I know you have lots of questions, and everything will be explained. Right now the main thing is to get you three ladies back to Ms. Harsen’s house.”

If it was strange before, it was getting wacky now. How did he know my name? We don’t put our registration on the steering post of our cars like they used to do years ago. But he knew my name. How?

[image: FLOURISH.jpg]

I SAT IN THE FRONT passenger seat on the ride back to my house while Kate and Kim slumped in the back. Kim still had little bouts of crying, but she was getting better. We inched along the freeway in typical Los Angeles stop and go traffic. Finally Agent Larsen took the Fairfax off ramp and swung over to Washington. “Always seem to make better time on the surface streets at this hour,” he said. 

He pulled up behind my garage, and we all trooped into the house. Something wasn’t right. The lights in the living room were on, and I knew they weren’t when we left. Had someone broken into my house? That would be the perfect ending to what had turned out to be anything but a perfect day.

Someone was in the house, alright—the Director of the Homeland Security office Kim was working with, two more agents and Nathan. What was he doing in California and how did they get in?

Kim ran to Nathan and fell into his arms, letting loose with full blown sobs. He held her tight and caressed her hair and back. “It’s over, Baby,” he crooned. “You did it, and just so you know there hasn’t been a moment you haven’t been under surveillance.”

“Wh-what?” she choked out. “What do you mean surveillance?”

“You don’t think I would have okayed this stunt you insisted upon doing without making sure you were safe, do you? You and my best and oldest friend, Cameron and Miss Fraud Buster, here, Kate. I’ve had a detail assigned to you 24/7. Oh, yeah, and there are trackers on all three cars.”

I tried to appear indignant, with my hands on my hips and feet planted in a firm stance. “And you broke into my house?” Then I broke into laughter. “Thank God for you, Nate. I thought we were goners.”

He led Kim around to one of the sofas and plopped down next to her. “If you super sleuths will calm down for a minute, we will fill you in on everything you actually accomplished. It’s way more than any of us thought.”

They were interrupted by a knock at the door. When I answered, Detective McCrary stood there looking very uncomfortable. The day was getting stranger and stranger. What could he possibly want?

The detective shifted from foot-to-foot as he stood there waiting for me to invite him in. When I did, he entered the room and stopped short. Nathan was very easy to recognize with his dark, handsome good looks constantly in the media. Although he didn’t know who the others were, I could see he knew they were important.

As he stood there speechless, I said, “Good evening, Detective McCrary. What can I do for you? Anything new in the murder case? This is United States Attorney General Nathan Hartman—the man you spoke to on the phone a few days ago.” I pointed around the room. “Meet Director Aaron Kincaid of Homeland Security and Agents Brown and Selden. Please, have a seat and tell me what’s on your mind.”

Clearly he was caught off guard. He acknowledged the introductions, then said, “Um, I think I’ll stand. I’m sorry, but this isn’t a social call, Cameron. Something new has come up in the case. We have identified the murder weapon as your ADDY trophy. There was a slight trace of blood on it, so we took it as evidence when your office was searched. The blood matches Tyler Cunningham’s and the bruise is consistent with the shape of the trophy. I’m sorry, but Cameron Harsen, you are under arrest for the murder of Tyler Cunningham.” He proceeded to recite my Miranda rights.” 
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IMPOSSIBLE! I WOULD have noticed if that coveted trophy was missing, even for the time it took to kill Cunningham. The ADDY is an award every advertising agency salivates for, and I’d won it that year. 

It was like a slap to the head when I realized I wouldn’t have known, after all. The night of Cunningham’s murder—the night I’d foolishly gone back to my office—someone had been there before me. Ramon could confirm that. He found the office door open when they came to clean. 

Before I could say anything, Nathan stood up and said in a very firm voice, “Detective McCrary, I want you to delay arresting Miss Harsen. I have good reason for this request.” 

He looked over at me because I was trying to say something, and he continued. “It looks as though Miss Harsen wants to say something. Please allow her to speak.”

McCrary seemed docile as a lamb, obviously impressed by the importance of the men in the room. He nodded to me to say whatever I wanted to say.

“The night I went to the office and signed the after-hours register, someone had been in my office and it wasn’t the first time. The head of the cleaning crew, Ramon, was in the office with his helper Marisol and said the door was unlocked when he got there. He thought I’d been there earlier, and went out for a few minutes, but I told him it wasn’t me. I’m sure he would remember telling me that if you questioned him. He also told me that wasn’t the first time he found the door unlocked. Somehow, whoever it was even bypassed my security code.”

I cleared my throat, feeling more confident. “Couldn’t whoever it was have taken the trophy and used it to kill Tyler Cunningham to implicate me? That makes sense, doesn’t it?”

I’d gotten McCrary’s attention. He scratched his chin and appeared to be running this possibility through his mind. “Yes, I suppose that could be the way it happened, but why weren’t they on the register and how did that trophy reappear in your office?”

Oh, I had him there. I knew exactly how that could have happened. Nathan and the others leaned forward, interested to hear my explanation.

“See, Ramon has a master key to the offices, and the doors have to be locked from the outside with a key. That means someone could have been let into my office, but wouldn’t be able to lock the door when they left unless they had a key. I guess they had some way of getting our security code. I hate to think it could have been any of my employees. Then, since I was taking time off, I called into the office the next morning and by that time everyone had heard about the murder either on the radio or TV. Maggie asked if I’d come in early to get something and forgot to lock the door when I left because it was unlocked when she got there that morning.”

The more I talked, the more I could visualize what must have happened. The murder was planned before I even got to the building and someone was setting me up to take the fall. Somehow they got into my office, took the trophy and possibly murdered Tyler while I was in the building. It was actually their good fortune that I’d signed into the register, because that confirmed I was in the building that night. It was also their good fortune that Tyler sustained a cut that bled, or maybe they made sure that happened. Scalp wounds bleed profusely, but of course, that wasn’t what killed him. However, the blow did cut him and it did leave a trace of the blood on my trophy.

The point where he was struck could produce the symptoms of a stroke which occurs when the brain is starved of oxygen-rich blood. The brain cells die and the person strokes out. I assumed the murderer knew just where to strike my unfortunate ex-boss as he bent over documents on his desk. It was a safe bet the murderer was someone he knew.

Then the murderer got back into my office and replaced the trophy, but once again couldn’t lock the door. As for being in the building, if the person was in the building for several hours he or she would not have had to sign out, as they didn’t sign in. They could just leave, and there would be no record of them being there that evening.

I summarized my theory for McCrary, and he agreed to check into it further before taking action. He acknowledged my visitors, then turned to make a hasty retreat saying that he would be back in touch. I knew Nathan’s presence had a lot to do with him backing off and listening to what I had to say.

Talk about relief, even if it might be temporary. At least for the time being I was off the hook and I assumed McCrary would interview Ramon and try to find anyone who might have seen someone going into my office or coming out after hours.

Nathan said they were ready to fill us in now on how they found us and everything else that transpired. Just as McCrary reached my door, Nathan said,. “You might want to stay for this Detective McCrary. Some of what I am going to say possibly involves the murderer of Tyler Cunningham.”

It’s hard to handle that much on an empty stomach. My Mom always offered snacks to visitors and sometimes I try to be like her. This was one of those times.

“I’m going to put on a pot of coffee. I have some delicious chocolate cake in the fridge. I suggest we move into the dining room, because frankly, after everything that happened today, I need a chocolate fix. Does anyone prefer tea or a soda?”

Director Kincaid asked for tea, and everyone else was fine with coffee. They settled around the dining room table, and I made my way to the kitchen where I waited for my pounding heart to settle back to normal. Chocolate and caffeine were my top priorities.
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DIRECTOR KINCAID TOOK a sip of the chai tea latte I’d fixed for him and declared it to be the best he’d tasted. Then he forked a generous portion from his slice of double chocolate cake and chewed slowly, as though gathering his thoughts.

“Kim, I had my doubts at first, but you and your friends accomplished what we were unable to.”

McCrary eyes reflected his surprise, while the Director continued.

“I have to go on record. Nothing could have convinced me to put Nathan’s wife or friends in such a risky situation without extreme surveillance. There was never a moment where we didn’t know where you were or what situation you were in. So, it is to my team’s credit that you never picked up on the fact that you were under scrutiny every minute. It was imperative to the operation for you to move around freely, follow your instincts, and not be aware you were followed. That way it wouldn’t appear the entire thing was orchestrated. There were times when you did the unexpected, but we were always there. Congratulations. You three did a superb job.”

Followed every minute of the day? That was news. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or angry. If I had to choose, though, relief was definitely the stronger of the two. I guess once Kim offered herself as the person to find the mole, Nathan knew his wife well enough not to forbid her to do it or she might have gone off and tried something foolish on her own. As she explained to him, she was the perfect person to go undercover and was certain that since we were successful before, we could do it again. It was always her intention to pull us into her plans. Thanks to Kim, Stephanie wouldn’t be doing any more spying. Instead, she would sport a not-so-stylish orange jumpsuit for quite a while. As for her mysterious benefactor, with all of the new developments, the odds were Stephanie’s sugar daddy was Jonathan Reid himself.

I’ve said Kim is the most conservative of our little group, but she also has a very stubborn streak. If she decides she is going to do something, she does it. Frankly, I’d been upset with Nathan for allowing her to be involved in what could have ultimately cost us our lives. However, my faith was restored after learning Kim was the one who insisted upon doing it and from the time she took on the assignment Director Kincaid constantly kept Nathan informed of our activities,. The one thing they hadn’t anticipated was that Jonathan Reid was also Kenneth Monnigan. By him showing up for that meeting, my cover was blown the minute he saw me.

Director Kincaid said the trackers were on our cars from the day Kim first met with him. They also used sophisticated surveillance equipment to monitor what we were planning to do. I had to wonder if they heard us talking about Nathan and Milt. Some of our conversation had gotten a little steamy.

That meant if they knew I’d gone to the office that night, they could verify my time frames. A fact that effectively removed me from McCrary’s radar. With Ramon saying how long I was in my office, no way would I have had the time to kill Tyler. Considering our last day on earth could have been spent at Gorilla Sportswear, I was extremely grateful that we were followed by no less than FBI agents. Still, it was like a punch to the gut to realize if the agents hadn’t seen me go to my office the night of the murder and come out only a few minutes later, although we escaped being killed McCrary could have arrested me on suspicion of murder.

As the facts unfolded, we listened in awe. One glance at McCrary told me he was as stunned as we were. 

Nathan spoke first. “Cami, I think you will be the most shocked by what I’m about to say. Simply put, the man you have known as Jonathan Reid for so many years is not who you think he is.”

I interrupted. “Of course he isn’t. He’s also Kenneth Monnigan, master crook. That’s not news so it doesn’t shock me. Remember there are so many other parts to this. What about the auditor Marjory Newfield, the woman who contacted Kate because of FraudBusters? Your people could not have anticipated that. God rest her soul, she was the first one Kate came in contact with in this whole merry-go-round of events, and she had suspicions about Kenneth Monnigan. Would I, or for that matter any of us, ever really think the bank acquisition, the money laundering and my old boss Jonathan Reid were all connected? Oh yeah, we did, but did we believe it? Not in a million years. Still, there it was. All part of the same thing.”

Nathan held up his hands in a stop sign. “Whoa. You only know part of it. Our Mr. Reid, or Monnigan, or God knows how many other names, had one name that literally no one but a very few knew about. His real name.”

McCrary leaned forward, interest all over his face. “Excuse me, Sir. What do you mean his real one? According to our murder investigation, Reid was in business as a partner in Reid/Cunningham for several years. Everything about him checked out. He managed to fly under the radar as Kenneth Monnigan, but are you saying neither of those are his real names?”

“Spot on! As you know, the Fashion District ring we have been monitoring launders hundreds of millions of drug trafficking dollars every year for the Rojas Cartel. What if I were to tell you a member of the Rojas family was the brains behind the Fashion District operation, and a very big player.” 

The room grew dead silent.

Then McCrary said, “You mean someone above Monnigan, or Reid or whatever his name is?”

He looked over at Director Kincaid as if verifying that it was okay to go into detail with McCrary present. Kincaid nodded.

Nathan instinctively lowered his voice and looked directly at me. “You actually worked for that person, Cami.”

What a dumb idea. “Nonsense,” I blurted out. “Come on, Nathan. I couldn’t have worked for such a person. You know I went to work for Reid/Cunningham a few years out of college. Then FACR and then founded my own company. When could I possibly have worked for—?” I stopped dead. “Are you saying what I think you are?”

Director Kincaid took over. “Yes, exactly what you are probably thinking. In addition to the name Monnigan, Jonathan Reid’s birth name is Juan Rojas. He is the half-brother of the Rojas Cartel kingpin, Domingo Rojas, and has been a very valuable asset to them for many years as long as nobody knew who he really was.”

Things were moving too fast for me. How could Reid be Mexican and a member of one of the most powerful crime families in the Mexican state of Michoacán? I had known the man since I was in my early twenties and, as far as I knew, he was born into a wealthy San Diego family. This was crazy. Had the agency been his cover for all of these years? I knew the man was a clever, wealthy playboy who loved the notoriety of appearing in the tabloids with one beautiful woman after another right out in the open. Unlike his partner who was pretty much a homebody and workaholic, Reid was well known as a man who enjoyed a jet set lifestyle. Wouldn’t a criminal have strived not to be in the public eye? Or was that a clever diversion from who he really was?

And the Monnigan cover. If he was engaged in all these criminal activities, Monnigan was the perfect cover. In that identity he kept such a reclusive profile, few ever saw him, few knew much about him except that he was wealthy and powerful. 

Kate said, “I get it. So he basically hid in plain sight while he pulled all the strings. Respected businessman, sophisticated man-about-town. Why, that’s absolutely incredible. You’ll have to tell us more about this and how he got away with it for all these years. And, of course, how you discovered who he was. I mean, according to Cameron the man was friends with government officials, powerful community leaders and all the while he was part of a drug cartel? Wow!”
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WHAT FOLLOWED COULD have been a scene in a movie. But since it was real life, not a movie, the coffee and cake wasn’t going to hold us. By now it was after seven and I wasn’t sure about any of the others, but I was hungry.

“Say, it seems like this is going to take a while. Is anyone else hungry? There’s a great pizza place on Washington, and I could order two large pizzas. They deliver.”

Everyone was in agreement, so I left them sitting at the table and went into the kitchen to get the menu for Alfredo’s Pizza and ordered two large pies. One with mushrooms, onions and peppers and a Hawaiian with pineapple and Canadian bacon.”

Like the others, I couldn’t wait to hear how Jonathan Reid was actually Juan Rojas.

Nathan said, “Aaron, would you like to start, or should I?”

“The floor is yours, Nate.”Kincaid held out his hands in a go-ahead gesture. 

“Well, the suspicion began a few years ago when one of our people heard some things that just didn’t gel. The investigation was very hush, hush, carried out by the main branch of Homeland Security. I’m not even sure it filtered down to you, Aaron, did it?”

“Not then. But go on.”

“We were able to find that Jonathan Reid was named Juan Rojas at birth. His mother was Madeline Reid, the daughter of a wealthy San Diego shipbuilder. That part about the wealthy San Diego family is accurate. His father, Manuel Rojas, already had another son with his former wife, a Mexican national. That son is Domingo Rojas, currently the head of the cartel. The family’s involvement in drug trafficking and crime is very long standing—through a few generations.”

So, I thought, that’s how they were half-brothers. But how did they connect with each other? Were they raised together? I said out loud, “Did she and Jonathan, er, Juan, live in Mexico with Manuel and Domingo Rojas or what was the situation?”

Nathan sped through some of the detail, but essentially Madeline’s marriage was very short-lived. She met Manual when he was in San Diego. A very handsome and charming man when he wanted to be. He swept her off her feet, and they stayed in San Diego for a few months after they were married. She had no idea that he spent that time lining up avenues of distribution in the United States.

“When that was completed,” Nathan said, “he convinced her to move to his compound in Mexico. She became pregnant right away, and after the baby was born gave into the demand that Manuel’s son have the first name Juan. For a very brief time after he was born she lived with her husband in the walled Rojas compound in Michoacán.”

Kim said, “Once she was in Mexico, didn’t she see what was going on? That she had married into a crime family?”

That question was answered by Kincaid. “I don’t know whether she was naive or what, but it seems she hadn’t known or realized the extent of the family’s illegal activities. It was actually her father who went to Mexico to persuade his daughter to leave Rojas and return to the States with his grandson. He didn’t like the idea that she moved to Mexico and he ordered an investigation of his new son-in-law. When he was given the report, the poor man was devastated. He knew he had to get her back, even if he had to have her kidnapped.”

This whole thing was beginning to sound like a thriller. Wealthy American marries into drug cartel family, has son and escapes back to the U.S. with her son. I couldn’t wait to hear more when the doorbell rang. The pizzas had arrived.

I opened the door to a short young man wearing a red baseball cap and red bowling-type shirt. The cap was embroidered with the word Alfredo’s arched above a slice of pizza with a grinning face. The upper left corner of his shirt also said Alfredo’s Pizza in bold yellow letters. He carried one of those insulated bags to keep the pizzas warm.

Kincaid called from the dining room, “Let me pay for those.”

I shouted back, “It’s okay. I already gave them a credit card when I ordered.”

The boy removed the boxes and handed them to me. I don’t know if ducks have a sense of smell or what, but the boxes were no sooner out of the bag than Maxi and Minnie and a few of their duck friends waddled across the patio behind him, quacking their heads off.

Before closing the door, I reached into the bag of bread crumbs and tossed a treat to them. The quacking stopped.

I brought two pitchers of water and glasses from the kitchen, then returned and put plates on the table while Kate opened the boxes and the mouthwatering aroma of freshly baked pizzas filled the room.

It was time for the story to continue.

Kim’s eyes grew wider and wider. “Did the father have her kidnapped?”

“No. He was more clever than that. He pretended he’d come because her mother was very ill and had been calling for her daughter. They were quite close, and it would be unthinkable for his daughter to refuse or for Manuel to say she couldn’t go. The baby was still an infant so she wouldn’t leave him behind in Mexico. That night she, the baby and her father flew back to San Diego in a private plane.

He paused to take a bite of pizza and a sip of water.

“But, once she saw her mother wasn’t really sick, didn’t she want to go back to her husband?” Kate was always full of questions, and that was a good one.

“She probably would have, but they showed her the investigator’s report that detailed not only the drugs and crime, but murder. She never returned even though Manuel threatened them. He wanted his son. She filed for divorce and took back her maiden name. She changed Juan’s name to Jonathan.”

We all let that information penetrate. Nathan was right when he said I’d be shocked. The expressions on the faces of Kim, Kate and McCrary echoed mine. 

Nathan went on to say that apparently Jonathan knew nothing about his real father or their family until a few years after his mother died. Some of the Rojas genes had surfaced by then and he had a real wild streak, particularly for con games. His mother had never remarried. When he was eighteen, she died of lung cancer. She was only thirty-eight years old. In the course of interviews, relatives in the Reid family told our investigators Jonathan never believed the fantasy he’d been told about his father being a war hero.

We listened in stunned silence. Kincaid took over. He related how the Rojas family was expanding their operation in the Western States by then. Domingo was ten years older than Jonathan and was in charge of that part and money laundering. He found his half-brother a few years after Jonathan graduated from UC San Diego with a degree in business. He was the perfect person to become a front for the Cartel in the States. At the time he had a sun-tanned surfer’s complexion, blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. Who would ever have suspected him of belonging by birth to the Rojas family? Tall, handsome, articulate, with larceny in his heart. He never let his grandfather know that Domingo Rojas had not only contacted him, but recruited him.

One of the FBI agents got up from his seat. “Sorry to interrupt this, but may I use your bathroom Ma’am?”

I directed him to the powder room and he took off at a fast pace. 
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IT WAS TIME FOR ALL of us to take a short break. I cleared the empty pizza boxes and suggested we go back into the living room where it would be more comfortable. 

During the break I called Milt so he wouldn’t worry. He does that. If he can’t reach me and I don’t call him, my sweet man worries about me. I told him everything was fine, the girls and I were having so much fun and they would be sure to see him before they went back home. If only he knew the “fun” involved being held hostage, almost getting killed and presently sitting in my living room with the U.S. Attorney General, the Director of the Homeland Security wiretapping operation in Los Angeles, two FBI agents and a homicide detective listening to the story of how my former boss was actually a member of one of the largest Mexican drug cartels. If he knew or suspected any of that, yes, Milt would have been worried—very worried.

I needed something to calm my nerves and remembered a nice bottle of 2005 Chardonnay in my wine rack. It was from an excellent winery in the Russian River Valley. I didn’t know if the agents could drink wine because I guessed they were still technically on duty, but I offered it anyway. They opted for iced tea, as did Nathan and Director Kincaid. Between Kim, Kate and me we finished off the bottle. Let me tell you, we were a lot more relaxed while we listened to the rest of the incredible story.

Kim sat on one of the sofas, as close as she could possibly get to her husband who nestled her into the protective arc of his arm. From the expression on her face, I could tell how glad she was it was over. Nathan held onto her like he couldn’t bear the thought of letting her go. 

“So how and when was the Kenneth Monnigan alias created,” Kate asked.

“We are still getting the details on that. When he recognized Cami, the agents couldn’t really hear what was going on because the room is soundproof. The thing they did know was that your car was still there and the place was being locked up. That meant it was time to go into action.”

“So, let me get this straight. From everything that was heard and the fact that we were tracked, you hoped Monnigan would show up at Gorilla Sportswear, but at that point didn’t know he was also Reid. Is that right?”

“Absolutely. Had we known, we would have aborted everything and not let you go into harm’s way in case he did show up.”

Kincaid added, “As for Reid’s involvement, we did know Domingo Rojas is a very crafty guy. Once he realized how valuable this newly found Anglo-appearing half-brother was, we learned through sources that Rojas counseled Jonathan to use his Reid money to buy into the advertising agency Tyler Cunningham owned. Cunningham was about eight years his senior. A successful, legitimate business in the upscale Century City area was the perfect cover for Jonathan Reid. Cunningham already had a track record in advertising, and the addition of a partner with talent and money was something he couldn’t resist.”

“That explains how he got into the advertising business,” I said, “and I think I went to work for them shortly after that, but what about Monnigan?”

“As I said, we thought Monnigan was a different person. He and his brother covered the tracks so well, if he hadn’t shown up precisely when you were there, we might never have had any idea they were the same person.”

At that point I was really beginning to fade and so were my friends. Nathan and Kim decided to check into the nearby Marriott on Admiralty Way so they could have a little privacy. Director Kincaid and his FBI sidekicks got up to leave also.

Kincaid said, “Nathan told me he will be here for another day or two. By then maybe we will know the whole Reid aka Monnigan story and, of course, will share whatever we know with you before anything is released to the media. Monnigan, or Reid, or whatever you want to call him, was pretty much the tool of the Cartel. He’s a clever guy, but his brother is treacherous. He is looking at some stiff time for the money laundering, and of course the fact that he ordered Marjory Newfield’s murder, but maybe he’ll be persuaded to talk if it’s to his advantage. The guy is a wheeler-dealer, and I’ll bet he’ll jump at the chance to cut a deal for himself. Perhaps manslaughter instead of murder.”

After everyone else left, it was just me, Kate and McCrary. 

He said, “Sorry I couldn’t have known the two of you under better circumstances.” The look he gave Kate said everything. She would have to be the one to make the move. And, she did.

“Um, Detective McCrary, perhaps we can stay in touch. You know my business is FraudBusters, and I can always use a contact at the LAPD. Besides, I’m in talks for a movie based on my life, so I expect I’ll be coming back soon once everything is signed. What do you say?”

The smile that lifted his lips lit his whole face. “I’d be delighted.” He took out a card and wrote both his cell and home number on the back. “Just let me know when. Maybe we can have dinner. By the way, how long are you staying this time?”

There was no mistaking the attraction between those two. Kate looked like she won the big prize at a carnival. “Well, although Tyler Cunningham’s murder is still an open case, since Cami couldn’t have done it I’ll have no more involvement in that. I’ll be going back as soon as my agent wraps up the deal for the movie. A few days at most.”

I made an excuse to leave the room so those two could work it out.

McCrary said, “Before you go, I’m really sorry I was going to arrest you. I kept hoping something would point me in a different direction. I had no idea you were being followed by the FBI, but then as the saying goes, so often the right hand doesn’t know what the left hand is doing. It would be nice if departments communicated when it involves the same people.”

“Yeah,” I said, “it would be nice. Don’t worry. I know you were just doing your job. Of course, the building log did show me signing out not very long after I got there.”

I left it at that. Let him think about it.

I busied myself in the kitchen. Ten minutes later I heard the door close and Kate came into the kitchen, still smiling.

“So?”

“So, I’m meeting him for breakfast tomorrow. How did you know I was attracted to him?”

I laughed. “Kate, it was written all over your face and body language. Let’s turn in. I’m falling off my feet.”
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I DRIFTED OFF TO SLEEP right away, but nightmares kept waking me up. In one Jonathan Reid was chasing me and I’d run down an alley that ended in a concrete block wall. He kept coming at me with his arms extended and his fingers curled as though he intended to strangle me. I was never so glad to wake up and find it was a dream.

Throughout the night little vignettes filled with danger plagued me. Each time I woke up, relieved to find I was safe. The last dream featured the Riddler in the Gotham TV series. When you dream something it generally represents something different than the content of the dream, but this time I wondered if perhaps it meant we’d find out how Jonathan Reid/Juan Rojas also created the alias of Kenneth Monnigan. It was certainly a puzzle with a missing piece.

By the time I crawled out of bed and made it into the kitchen the next morning, despite the lack of sleep I felt okay but drowsy. Sure enough, even though Kate had left to meet McCrary for breakfast at a popular coffee shop in the Marina, the dear made a pot of coffee for me before she left. I poured a steaming cup and took a frozen bagel out of the fridge, nuked it for a few seconds so I could cut it, then put it in the toaster oven. I sipped coffee while waiting for the toaster ding to signal my bagel was ready. A little more awake now, I slathered it with cream cheese topped with sliced tomato and small dash of pepper. Then I flipped on the radio to listen to the news.

I tuned in the middle of a rather cryptic report about three women who were rescued from a drug deal gone bad, followed by the weather. No names were mentioned, and details were sparse, but I knew it was us because the right after the same weather report that airs far too many times throughout the day, the commentator made reference to a breaking story about a multi-million dollar scandal in the Fashion District. Details as they become known. Oh yeah, details. If there was one thing I knew, it was the details.

Kim called from the hotel about ten-thirty and asked if Kate and I were up and dressed yet. I told her I was, and that I expected Kate in a half-hour or so. I slyly added, “She left pretty early to have breakfast with Detective McCrary.” I felt one of my damned giggles coming and hard as I tried, couldn’t stop it.

Her curiosity aroused, Kim asked, “And, um, what does that giggle mean, dear Cami?”

“Not much. Just that after you left they exchanged numbers and when he found out she would be here for a few more days he asked her to breakfast. I don’t think he’s just interested in her as a friend. You should have seen his face.”

“Well, he is cute, and aside from the fact that he almost arrested you for murder, he’s pretty nice don’t you think? She could do worse. Listen, Nate is going to go back to DC late this afternoon, but there are new developments. Last night they got the rest of the story about Monnigan. Interested?”

Oh, she is sneaky sometimes, that Kim. “What a silly question. Of course I’m interested.”

“Then, Nate and I will be at your house about one o’clock. Kate should certainly be back by then. He will give you the latest and then I’ll drive him to LAX. We’re checking out of the hotel, so I’ll be back with you for another night or so if that’s okay.”

Did she even have to ask? Of course it was okay.

Promptly at one o’clock Nate and Kim rang my bell. To say I was anxious to hear the last piece in the Jonathan Reid puzzle would be a gross understatement. I couldn’t wait and after we settled into the comfort of the living room Nate filled us in.

“It happened after Reid had established himself as a respected businessman in Century City and had also hooked up with Domingo Rojas. The drug lord told him they needed a front man to assist in laundering millions of dollars of drug money to be converted into pesos through the Los Angeles Fashion District. In order to do that, he needed businesses in the Fashion District that would cooperate, and felt the best way was to own major interests in some of them and pull others into the scheme to set up a large network. It would be beyond profitable for all involved.”

He proceeded to tell us how everything was put in motion. According to what Reid broke down and told them, the idea was really appealing to him. It tapped into his instinct for larceny and desire for more and more money. The Fashion District laundering operation was the brilliant idea of Rojas, so by putting their heads together the brothers created the character of the mysterious Kenneth Monnigan, the reclusive millionaire investor. 

They created all of the necessary documents to make it seem there really was such a person. The real Kenneth Monnigan died at the age of two, but his age would have been right so it began with a phony birth certificate. Once the identity was solid, they bought into several manufacturers, found the middleman to handle the purchases and sales whereby the dollars were converted, and they were in business. At peak, hundreds of millions of dollars passed through the system.

Right about the time Marjory Newfield contacted Kate, raids had gone bad and main middleman was busted. Nate became involved when Director Kincaid’s team overheard the scramble to find a substitute. He told Nathan and Nathan told Kim. The next thing he knew, Kim insisted upon helping and pulled me and Kate into it.

Nathan said, “Here’s the way it worked. Monnigan was mostly a voice on the phone. Few had ever actually met him or seen him. So the Cartel supplied the cash from drug deals to Reid. The volume increased steadily, triggering the attempt to buy the bank. Reid confessed that posing as Monnigan he fronted for fifteen businesses in the Fashion District. The bigger players like the three we targeted were among the few who actually ever met him. According to what he revealed to the Feds last night, that was only a fraction of what they had in play. With the certainty of prison looming in his future, Reid was desperate to make a deal to save as much of his skin as he could. When he opened up, the info flowed like a gusher.”

“What an amazing story,” Kate said. Can something like this be in my movie The producers will love it.?”

“I’m sure they will, but I have to ask you to hold off until I clear it since this is an active case now. You three actually supplied the missing piece. What we hadn’t tied together until last night was that Reid was Monnigan. We thought there was a third party involved.”

Wow. This certainly had all of the elements of a cool thriller. It goes to show that sometimes you think you know someone when you don’t know them at all. 

I wondered what would happen to their agency with Cunningham dead and Reid in prison. Maybe my business was about to get much larger.  
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KIM STAYED FOR ANOTHER day so she could complete an exit interview about the case. She said she was looking forward to returning to her life in DC, particularly with the commitment for an estimated three million dollar Homeland Security furniture project for the new wire-tapping facility in hand. It would take time for the building to be built, but Director Kincaid said they were about to break ground and fast-track it, so she could schedule her design team to go over the blueprints to firm up preliminary estimates. 

Kate’s word was always her bond. Her contract for the FraudBusters movie was signed and her agent negotiated a clause naming me and Kim as consultants as well as giving each of us fifteen percent of the purchase price of the story. The night before she returned to San Francisco, McCrary took her out for a romantic dinner and promised to visit her as soon as he could. The man was smitten and from the look on Kate’s face, so was she.

I returned to the office amid cheers from my employees. With the chaos at Reid/Cunningham we were easily poised to land several of their accounts. I would need to expand my office space and wanted to hire several of their employees starting with Suzie if the firm closed down.

A month passed with no new breaks in the mystery of who killed Tyler Cunningham. 

Then on a rainy day in November I received a call from McCrary. He asked if I could come to his office because he had some information he knew I would be very interested in. It had not yet been shared with the media. We set a late afternoon appointment and I won’t lie. I was anxious to find out what it was about. Thinking logically, it had to have something to do with the Cunningham murder. Why else would he want to see me?

Promptly at four o’clock I was shown to his office at 100 West First St. between the 110 and 101 freeways. He was located in the Robbery Homicide Division. His office wasn’t like my plush Century City office, but still very stylish. It wasn’t the vision I had in my mind of police headquarters. Gray steel or oak desks of yesteryear were nowhere to be seen. Forget the old Jack Webb Dragnet TV show with the bullpens and furniture that looked ready for the junk heap.

This modern building was opened in October of 2009 and featured functional modular workstations very similar to the ones manufactured in Kim’s division of FACR. Nice surface finishes, ergonomic chairs and good task lighting. I was surprised to find that the color scheme in McCrary’s office was a tasteful burgundy and gray with a dark gray workstation topped with beechwood laminate tops.

He invited me to sit down and offered me coffee or a cold drink. “Thanks for coming, Cameron. I wanted you to be one of the first to know about this. I figured you would want to know who killed Tyler Cunningham and tried to frame you.”

At last! Even though I had been cleared completely, I’d yearned to know who wanted to see me pay for my former boss’ death. I actually felt a little short-winded and my heart slammed against my ribs. I would finally find out.

McCrary said, “First of all, I want to tell you again how sorry I am you had to go through what you did. Aaron Kincaid filled me in on all of the good things you three have done for your government. To have that shadow cast over you must have been very hard to bear.”

I nodded. “It certainly was. But, don’t keep me in suspense any longer. Who was it and how did they do it?”

He leaned his elbows on his desktop and tented his fingers, then looked directly into my eyes. “Jonathan Reid.”

I tried not to react with shock, but truthfully, I almost fell out of my chair.

“He cracked yesterday and confessed to it. You knew he cut a deal related to the money laundering, and maybe he thought his deal would protect him, but that isn’t the case. This is a whole different set of charges. This is murder.”

I learned that for all of the years they had been together, Cunningham never knew anything other than the surface story—that the Reids were an old money San Diego family, his grandfather’s company built yachts for the very wealthy and Reid had a talent for the advertising business. He never had even a hint that Reid was part Mexican—not just part Mexican, but the son and brother of a drug lord. 

We did the math, and right about the time Reid hooked up with his stepbrother and became involved in laundering drug money apparently Cunningham had noticed a change in him, including a certain swagger he hadn’t possessed in prior years. As Reid explained it to the cops, the old goat started prying into his personal life and apparently even hired private detectives because he smelled a rat. Whatever kind of jerk Cunningham was, he was an honest straight shooter and couldn’t stand the idea of the taint of crime affecting the business he built.

The detectives were good. They found the connection to the Rojas Cartel when they discovered that his name had been changed as a baby from Juan Rojas to Jonathan Reid. They followed him when he met with Domingo Rojas and took photos of the two together. Cunningham confronted Reid with the photos and information and asked him to sell his share of the agency to him to protect their reputation or he would go to the authorities. Reid’s solution was to murder him. He said he couldn’t trust that Cunningham would keep his mouth shut even if he did sell his share.

McCrary said the night of the murder Reid stayed after hours so he didn’t have to sign out. It was my bad luck that I happened to go to the office that night, and I was right about someone breaking in—twice. It was Reid who paid off one of the security people to let him into my office and turn off the alarm. Once to take the trophy, and after killing his partner, to return it. He made sure there was some blood on it to incriminate me. When he dumped the soda on me in the cafe, that was his first step in setting me up so there would be impartial witnesses who heard us fight. He got very lucky when I shouted about them being dead. 

It was almost too much to absorb. McCrary said, “You look a little pale. Are you okay? Can I get you some water?”

I sucked in my breath. “Thanks, McCrary, but I’m okay now. I’m really okay but I still can’t believe what a horrible person this man I knew for so many years really is. Hopefully, I can sleep soundly knowing it’s really over. Will I need to testify against him when he comes to trial?”

“Probably, but don’t worry. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Go home and get some rest. You deserve it.”

I began to walk away, then turned back to him. “About testifying, I don’t need to cross that mythical bridge later. I’ll be a star witness whenever you need me.” 
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TO MY READERS

Have you ever wanted to get even? 


Did you take steps to do it? 


Who knows—your experience could be the inspiration for a new book in the series. Just send an email to Marina Publishing  (marinapublishinggroup@gmail.com)  and mark it to my attention. I love to hear from our readers. 
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Praise For Ripoff Book two in the series

5 Stars  Definitely a heroine and situation to root for  Kimberly comes back from a vacation or business trip and discovers her company is bankrupt and her boyfriend cleaned her out. Talk about a bad day. Having only about a month or two before her situation is dire she takes a job with the Federal prison system. She also discovers that she is not the only one her ex-boyfriend conned. Six of them band together and prevent him from suckering the next one. Instead they turn the tables on him. She also discovers an embezzlement scheme at work. Can she and two new friends prove what she thinks she has found? A really funny story where a woman fights back instead of staying a victim.  T Breakiron 

It keeps you interested in what will happen next  I enjoyed this novel very much. It kept me wanting to keep reading so I could get to the end and find out if I had figured it out. I had not. Thank you.  James Kirkland


5 Stars  Funny and Fashionable  The action moves at a nice pace, and the characters are well conceived and interesting. Our heroines have some serious human frailties, which make the women easy to like and to root for. Of the three, Kate is probably the one that could have used just a little more fine-tuning. Cool cougar Kimberly and giggly, plastic surgery aficionado Cameron seriously outshine the somewhat reserved redhead. The novel's villains are nasty and greedy, but the authors also give them plenty of vulnerability. I wanted to see them caught, but I also felt sorry for them.

In the end, though, RIPOFF: A FUNNY CRIME CAPER lives up to its title. It's a quick, enjoyable read where the good triumph over the naughty look good while doing so!   C. Lahain 
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